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PREFACE 


This year John Dewey enters upon the ninth decade 
of his life. Instead of offering a biography of a man 
who is still very much in the thick of things, I have 
attempted a study of the leading ideas of his philoso¬ 
phy. My hope is, by a clear and nontechnical state¬ 
ment of his central insights and their implications, to 
give to the intelligent layman and the beginning stu¬ 
dent of philosophy a sense of the sweep and vitality 
of John Dewey’s vision, as well as an understanding of 
the relevance of his contributions to the problems of 
American culture. 

In expounding the ideas of a man whose writings 
span a period of more than half a century, an element 
of emphasis and selection is unavoidable. In this sense 
my exposition is also an interpretation. Its fidelity 
can be verified only by a first-hand experience with 
Dewey’s own writings. There is some pedagogical 
evidence that Dewey’s most important doctrines are 
not easy to grasp, even by those of his popular critics 
who have followed the unusual course of reading him. 
What I have attempted to do in this intellectual por¬ 
trait is to furnish an introduction to Dewey’s philoso¬ 
phy in which particular attention is paid to the kind of 
difficulties likely to arise in the minds of readers. It is 
therefore not out of conventional modesty that I am 
led to say that my chief purpose will have been served 
if the reader is moved by this enterprise to make a 
study and independent evaluation of John Dewey’s 
own writings. 

Sidney Hook 

South Wardsboro, Vermont 
September 1, 1939 
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JOHN DEWEY 
An Intellectual Portrait 


Chapter 


a 

THE MAN 


5TRHE philosophy of John Dewey represents a dis- 
tinctive contribution to the thought of the modern 
age. He has carried to completion a movement of ideas 
which marks the final break with the ancient and me¬ 
dieval outlook upon the world. In his doctrines the 
experimental temper comes to self-consciousness. A 
new way of life is proposed to realize the ideal prom¬ 
ise of our vast material culture. Organized intelli¬ 
gence is to take the place of myth and dogma in 
improving the common lot and enriching individual 
experience. 



The consequences of every great advance in our 
knowledge of man and nature during the last few cen¬ 
turies are fused together in Dewey’s comprehensive 
theory of experience. His leading conceptions are de¬ 
rived from the findings of modern biology, psychology, 
physics, and the historical sciences; his central faith is 
in the method of scientific inquiry by which these find¬ 
ings have been won. He has shown with patient detail 
that intelligence is at home in the natural world and ^ 
not a mysterious intruder bringing its own standards 
from a realm beyond the skies. He has accepted the\ 
implications of a thoroughgoing naturalism for phi-) 
losophy. By developing a theory of value based upon 
the responsibility of intelligence for the consequences 
of human choice, he has carried naturalism into the 
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John Dewey 

sacred precincts of morals. By applying the conclu¬ 
sions of a scientific analysis of morals, he has chal¬ 
lenged the dominant social philosophies of our times. 

John Dewey is America’s philosopher not merely in 
virtue of his origins but in the fresh perspectives of his 
thought, and in his emphasis upon freedom, directed 
action, and scientific control. His writings have 
brought to reflective expression some of the most dis¬ 
tinctive idioms of American faith and practice—its 
democratic traditions, its concern with methods and 
consequences, its sense of possibilities that are still 
open to courageous and disciplined intelligence. 

In America’s intellectual coming of age, no person 
has played a more important role than John Dewey. 
There is hardly a phase of American thought to which 
he has not made some contribution, hardly an aspect 
of American life which he has left uninterpreted. His 
influence has extended to th&_schools, the courts, the 
laboratories, the labor movement, and the politics of 
the nation. Despite their technical form all of Dewey’s 
insights can be checked by the homely experience of 
the ordinary person whenever he is trying to find some¬ 
thing out—provided only that he shows a dogged per¬ 
sistence in observing what he is doing and why. 

Our concern in this study is primarily with John 
Dewey’s ideas. Many are sure to ask, however: what 
manner of man is John Dewey, who at eighty is still 
so active and alive, in whom the wisdom of the sage 
combines so happily with a quiet zest and youthfulness 
of spirit? What were the environmental conditions 
under which his thought took shape? The curiosity is 
natural even if there be some dispute as to its philoso¬ 
phical relevance. A brief sketch of his background and 
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the outstanding characteristics of both his personality 
and career may throw some light on his influence as 
well as the influences to which he has been subjected. 


It is not merely symbolic that John Dewey was born 
in Vermont, developed his philosophy in Michigan, Min¬ 
nesota, and Chicago, and brought his thought to a 
rounded completion in New York, the cultural metrop¬ 
olis of America. All early experience leaves its mark\ 
upon us, particularly in what we aspire to as well as J 
in what we seek to escape from; but its heaviest deposit' 
remains in our attitudes, in our immediate, even if un¬ 
conscious, responses to typical situations and people. 
If John Dewey’s early life and schooling in Vermont 
has a significant bearing upon his later intellectual 
development, it is not to be found in the character of 
the Vermont soil or climate, or the farming chores he 
performed to work his way through college. Much 
more pervasive in its influence was the character of 
the social life of the northern New England community 
in which John Dewey was reared. It was a community 
in which no great disparities in wealth or standards of 
living were to be found, and in which a man was judged, 
as the saying went, not by what he had but by what he 
did. The things a man did he did always a little dif¬ 
ferently from the way his neighbors did them. The 
differences were rarely so great that they imperiled the 
homogeneity of the culture. Nor were they such that 
they could not be controlled by the spontaneous pres¬ 
sure of a public opinion that protected the community 
from eccentricities without destroying them. 

The Vermont and the New England of Dewey’s boy- 
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John Dewey 

hood and youth are gone. But he still carries with 
him the traces of its social environment, not as memo¬ 
ries but as habits, deep preferences, and an ingrained 
democratic bias. They show themselves in his sim¬ 
plicity of manner, his basic courtesy, freedom from 
every variety of snobbism, and matter-of-course respect 
for the rights of everyone in America as a human be¬ 
ing and a citizen. During the days when the Hoovers 
and Mellons were riding high, and making invidious 
distinctions between types of Americans, and appealing 
to the Am erican way of life as a bulwark ag ainst socia l 
[ change, he remarked, “Where I was raised the Hoovers 
land the Mellons would have had a hard time passing for 
(Americans.” 

Dewey’s Americanism has never been nationalistic, 
like that of professional patriots, nor apologetic like 
that of our literary expatriates. Respectful of the 
cultures of other lands and peoples, he has a natural 
piety for the traditions in which he himself was cradled, 
even when he has reinterpreted them to meet the pres¬ 
sure of new needs and problems. After his educational 
mission to Japan at the end of the World War, his 
quiet refusal to accept the Order of the Rising Sun, the 
highest honor the Japanese government could bestow 
on a foreigner, was motivated by the feeling that to be 
I a citizen of a democratic community was a sufficient 
political distinction for Americans. 

The influence of the West—both the prairie land as 
well as the Windy City—was more momentous on 
Dewey’s development. Here we do not have to guess, 
for we have it from Dewey himself that it was in this 
environment that he experienced the most urgent chal¬ 
lenge, resulting in marked changes of thought. The 
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community which he had left was a settled one in which 
traditions of use and wont, limited by the pattern of a 
comparatively simple economy, set the type of problems 
which men were called upon to face. But in Michigan 
and Minnesota sixty years ago, the soil had but newly 
been conquered for extensive cultivation. The great 
industrial boom was still a decade or more away. So¬ 
cial customs had not yet had time to cake into the 
familiar Eastern molds. The region was both an end¬ 
point of the road from New England and a gateway to 
frontiers further north, west, and south. And this in 
more than a geographic sense. Problems were newer, 
more urgent. ChMges_^id^cha nces were greater; re¬ 
wards for intelligent adaptation higher; the costs of 
ignorance and blundering more fateful. Here, pracV 
ticality was not a matter of routine and thrift but of 
flexible action. Tomorrow took shape as a consequence 
of what wa s don e or left undone today. 

It was in this social environment that John Dewey 
abandoned all the old metaphysical lumber he had car¬ 
ried with him from the East and roughhewed the beams 
of a new philosophy. Nowhere was living so undeniably 
problematic. Nowhere did thinking and informed action 
make such an observable difference in their impact 
upon problems. The past was something to use here 
and now rather than a tradition to enjoy; the future 
something to create; the present a challenge to crea¬ 
tion and construction. From the standpoint of the Mid¬ 
west during the years of John Dewey’s early maturity, 
it was easier to see that all experience was a succession 
of problems, that all faiths, philosophies, dogmas, had 
their origins in problems, and could be evaluated as 
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John Dewey 

relevant or irrelevant, valid or invalid, only when their 
problematic contexts had been uncovered. 

At the University of Chicago, John Dewey developed 
his new philosophy. Its vocabulary was so technical 
that only a few of his fellow philosophers grasped its 
revolutionary implications in their bearings on the tra¬ 
ditional intellectual habits fostered by diverse philo¬ 
sophical schools. But among them was William James, 
whose Principles of Psychology had been one of the 
turning points in Dewey’s philosophical development, 
and who now welcomed Dewey as a peer. During his 
stay at Chicago, Dewey carried his philosophy one step 
further. It was a step destined to transform the whole 
of American education. If knowledge invol ves ^loijig, 
then__g_enuine.Je arm n g can only be achieved by doing. 
And if education be regarded as a process in which, by 
controlled doing or experiment, certain attitudes, ideals, 
and values are established as critical guides to action, 
then it is possible to show that the basic problems of 
both education and philosophy are the same. Para¬ 
doxical as it may sound, the esoteric doctrines which 
Dewey discussed with his advanced postgraduate stu¬ 
dents were relevant to the larger problems which 
emerged from the scientifically controlled practices he 
introduced in the Laboratory School for children. 

When he came to New York, John Dewey was already 
a national figure. He found himself in a city which, 
then as now, was the first center to feel the pull of 
[major social trends in the United States as well as to 
[register the winds of doctrine from all corners of the 
world. From New York, he could see the ribbed struc¬ 
ture of industry and finance extending itself over the 
whole of America. Here was a vantage point from 
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which the increasingly important economic and political 
problems could be studied in their concrete form. They 
were problems that affected all other general problems 
of American culture. They constituted a challenge to 
his conception of philosophy and education which he 
met in a way that no other American philosopher— 
and for that matter, no other modern philosopher—has 
done. Gradually, as the years went by, his influence 
penetrated, directly through his students and their stu¬ 
dents, and indirectly through those who were reached 
by his writings, to psychology, education, law, eco¬ 
nomics, sociology, politics, art, religion, and the phi¬ 
losophy of science. Even the professional philosophers 
whose preoccupation with metaphysical and epistemo¬ 
logical questions he had outflanked by demonstrating 
that they could not be solved in their own terms, and 
who had never failed both to honor and to disagree 
with him, during the last twenty years have to a con¬ 
siderable extent reflected his influence. But Dewey has 
always been ahead of his followers. In fact he has 
been more interested in developing methods for the 
co-operation of philosophers and scientists in the solu¬ 
tion of problems than in enrolling followers or dis¬ 
ciples. Since every man’s philosophy, when he thinks 
it through, is his own, Dewey expects that the philoso¬ 
phies of those who are in general agreement with him 
will to an appreciable degree be different. At least in 
emphasis; or in the form in which they tie the strands 
of interest together. That is why so many who agree 
with Dewey do not agree with each other. 

At the close of the war, John Dewey became an in¬ 
ternational figure—the unofficial intellectual ambassa¬ 
dor of the United States to the world. He was the 
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only living American philosopher and educator widely 
known outside of American borders. Wherever there 
were stirrings of new life and it was necessary to 
grapple with basic problems of education, requests were 
sent to him for counsel. Mexico, China, Japan, Rus¬ 
sia, Turkey, South Africa were some of the countries 
which he visited on educational missions. It is interest¬ 
ing to observe that only to the extent that foreign 
nations were committed to the democratic way of life, 
could Dewey’s educational theories be put into practice. 
The result is that only in the United States have they 
had institutional effect, and even here, not everywhere, 
nor in their full bearing. 

Whether at home or abroad, John Dewey has re¬ 
mained the plain man from Vermont, the Midwestern 
democrat, and the subtle cosmopolitan with an en¬ 
lightened world view. 


Contemporary American culture has for so many 
years been under the influence of John Dewey that it is 
hard to realize that his philosophy has had a history. 
Not all of that history is relevant to his present phil¬ 
osophical position, nor all of the events which figure in 
the conventional chronicles of an educational career. 
OBut it is important to know that he developed out of a 
philosophical tradition which he helped to undermine, 
^and to keep clearly in mind the phases of his early 
thought, if only to mark the distance he has come. 

John Dewey was born in Burlington, Vermont, Octo¬ 
ber 20, 1859, the year in which Darwin’s Origin of 
Species was published. He dates his philosophic inter¬ 
est from the reading and study of Huxley’s Physiology. 
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It was from this study that he derived a sense of the' 1 
interdependence and interrelated unity of things which 
later on was to make the central features of Hegel’s 
thought appear so plausible to him. / 

During Dewey’s student days, philosophy proper in 
the United States was largely concerned with religious 
and theological questions. This was less so at the 
University of Vermont than elsewhere. But whatever 
philosophy distinguished itself from religion, was none¬ 
theless ancillary to it. T he dominant philosophical 
tra dition was a variety of Scotch realism or intuition- 

ism. According to the teachings of thisL&c hool, the 

basic ethical and logical ide asu-upon which all conduct 
and demonstration depend, reve al their mea ning, once 
g rasped, all at once. They are immediately recognized 
as true in virtue of certain intuitive perceptions that 
are natural to man; natural, in the sense that they are 
original, not the result of education, history, custom, or 
even reflection. These ultimate intuitions were thought 
capable of yielding indisputable truths about existence, 
such as, that an external world endures independently 
of perception, that the self, as distinct from the or¬ 
ganic body, was a real entity, that the relation of 
causality was one of necessity, that God exists. In 
shortfall the^fundamen tal beliefs_ jJmt_ appeared. ..neces¬ 
sar y for social and moral stability were declarecL lQ_be 
true in virtue of the immediate compulsion with which 
they asserted themselves in our deeper, jin tuition. In 
this wayTEey were safeguarded from skepticism, doubt, 
and challenge. 

As a young man Dewey did not go through the emo¬ 
tional crisis, provoked by the conflict of scientific truth 
and revealed dogma, which was so typical of his gen- 
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eration. The religious atmosphere in which he grew 
up both at home and in the community was liberal. 
And there was a characteristic economy about Scotch 
realism which prevented it from extending its intuitions 
to the details of biblical history. Intellectual adjust¬ 
ments could therefore be made to the findings of sci¬ 
ence that were impossible to fundamentalism. The prac¬ 
tical inadequacy of conventional creeds and rituals in 
relation to his own personal experience, and to the 
needs of others who had suffered some poignant trag¬ 
edy, led Dewey to abandon institutional religion. 

Interest in philosophy sixty years ago seemed to 
point to a ministerial career, but Dewey was never 
tempted by such a prospect. Upon graduation from 
the University of Vermont, he taught high school for 
two years in Oil City, Pennsylvania, during which time 
he continued his philosophical reading. This was fol¬ 
lowed by a year’s rural teaching in Charlotte, Vermont. 
In the fall of 1882 he went to Johns Hopkins Univer¬ 
sity to do graduate work. His resolution to devote 
himself to philosophy was strengthened by the encour¬ 
agement he received from William T. Harris, editor of 
The Journal of Speculative Philosophy , America’s first 
major philosophical periodical. Harris had already 
published several articles by Dewey which indicated im¬ 
pressive technical skill on the part of a young man of 
twenty-two. At Johns Hopkins, Dewey listened to 
Charles Peirce but did not come under his direct influ¬ 
ence. Years later, after he had developed his own 
distinctive ideas, Dewey was to return to the writings 
of Peirce to find independent support for his philoso¬ 
phy of experimentalism. Dewey’s own memories of 
Peirce at Johns Hopkins center around some seminar 
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criticisms of atomic theories of consciousness. In 
them Peir&e seemed to be suggesting a concejgtion_x)fJthe^ 
life of the mind as a series of flights and perches in thcp 
stream jof consciousness, so brilliantly developed by 
Janies in his Principles of Psychology . Dewey com¬ 
pleted his work for the doctorate with a dissertation on 
the Psychology of Kant. 

During the next ten years, under the influence of 
George Sylvester Morris and the writings of the neo- 
Hegelian British school, especially those of T. H. 
Green, John Dewey made an intensive study of the 
works of Hegel. By ma king his own He gel’s insight 
that know ledg e is never, immediate or s elf -certifying , 
that every judgment has a ground, and that its truth 
or falsity depends . up oru^some thing other-than its own 
occurrence, D ewey libei^ ied^hims_dl_J rom the last ves¬ 
tiges of intuitionism. He never became an orthodox 
Hegelian, butThis acquaintance with Hegel, as he him¬ 
self states, left a permanent deposit on his thought, 
which will be apparent in subsequent chapters. The 
immediate appeal jof H egel to JDewey lay in Hegel’s 
o pposition to dua l isms of all so rts, i n his historica l ap¬ 
proach to^ all cultural life, his mastery of concrete 
material, and his extraordinarily acute perception of 
the continuities between matter and life, life and mind, 
mind and society. Dew ey v alued. Hegel’s method not 
for its arid pseu do deductions of one idea from another, 
nor as a substitute for scientific analysis, bu t as a n 
approach which put one on guard against introducing 
intoThe thiclT st ream~ ^jxperience facile disjunctions, 
hard and fast alternatives, sharp separations. Some 
of these separations were a part of Dewey’s New 
England heritage, which emphasized the division of the 
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self from the world, of soul from body, of nature from 
God. Even in liberal evangelism these oppositions per¬ 
sisted. All schemes of redemption and salvation were 
ways of overcoming the separation between the natural 
—the imperfect and evil, and the supernatural—the 
perfect and good. 

The “inward lace ration” which Dewey testifies t o 
feeling a s a consequence of this dualism was ea sed , _aprl 
lifted by a philosophy which taught that the world 
was just as necessary to God as God to the world, 
maHer to form as form to matter, the body to the 
spirit as spirit to body. What seemed from a theo¬ 
logical perspective to be a natural evil—the life of im¬ 
pulse, passion, and action—appeared now to be a 
natural condition for the achievement of good. The 
function of discipline in any area of experience was not 
merely to curb but to liberate power for significant 
purposes. E very b elie f bec ame subj ect to test; but 
there was no standard of testing so high, no intuition 
so deep, that it was not itself subject to further test in 
subsequent experien ce. Even after Dewey abandoned 
Hegelian idealism and its artificial schematisms, he 
honored HegePs insight into the processes of change 
out of which the relative and shifting concretions of 
things emerge that provide the context of all discourse 
and action. He naturalized HegePs historical approach 
by a biological theory of mind and an institutional 

analysis of social behavior. 

Dewey’s drift from Hegelianism was gradual. His 
experiences at Michigan and Minnesota had led him to 
see that reason, which Hegel had asserted to be an 
intrinisic feature of existence, wa§_£omething to be 
a chieve d^ in actio n. not something which was presup- 
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posed by action. W here rea son makes a difference , 
i s as intelligence , not a s emb odied structure and not 
as a m etap h ysic al trait which all things jDossess over 
ana above their physical. biological* and snml quali¬ 
t ies.. For Hegel, the world, properly understood, was 
already ideal, so that there was no rational way of 
choosing between different ideals in any concrete situa¬ 
tion. The better ideal in this view was not one which 
proved itself in the light of foreseen consequences but 
one which established itself by power of sheer survival. 

Such a conception of reason and the ideal could not 
long withstand challenge in a world which people strove 
to make more reasonable and to render more ideal. By 
the time Dewey was called to the University of Chicago 
in 1894, he had come to question the relevance of any 
metaphysical view of the nature of reason and ideals to 
specific problems, difficulties, and predicaments. For 
the latter demanded applied intelligence, tools, tech¬ 
niques, a knowledge acquired piecemeal by methods 
which were self-corrective precisely because they made 
no presumptuous claims to absoluteness or finality. * 

As director of the Experimental School of Chicago, 
Dewey was able by a kind of laboratory practice to test 
his ideas of the nature of intelligence, its role in human 
behavior, and the differential effects on human growth 
its presence or absence involves. 

The Dewey Laboratory School was the most im¬ 
portant experimental venture in the whole history of 
American education. It has a story of its own which 
has been ably told by Mayhew and Edwards in their 
book on The Dewey School. Long before “progressive 
education” became a movement or even an identifying 
phrase, its basic principles were experimentally devel- 
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oped in a short period of seven years by people whose 
original concern had been the education of their own 
children, but, on scientific as well as social grounds, soon 
became interested in the education of every child. An 
imposing galaxy of scientists and philosophers from 
the University of Chicago co-operated in elaborating 
the curriculum, adapting it to various age levels, and 
also in teaching. Among them were the geologist, 
Chamberlin, originator of the planetesimal hypothesis 
of the earth’s origin; Michelson, the physicist; Coulter, 
in botany; Whitman, in zoology; Jacques Loeb, in 
physiology; A. Smith, in chemistry; W. I. Thomas, in 
sociology; and G. H. Mead, J. H. Tufts, and J. R. 
Angell, in philosophy. 

The problems of education for Dewey were an oppor¬ 
tunity to develop and test ideas which in the first in¬ 
stance were not technically educational at all. From 
this time on, however, he sought to link his philosophi¬ 
cal activity more directly with concrete subject mat¬ 
ters. More and more, the central tasks of philosophy 
for Dewey were questions of meaning, method, and in¬ 
quiry in relation to specific problems of the arts and 
sciences. Soon he came to regard the form in which 
the traditional problems of metaphysics were expressed 
as largely the result of misinterpretations of the na¬ 
ture of inquiry. His lifework now consisted in ex¬ 
ploring the possibility that the rationale of scientific 
inquiry, whose results in some fields had already trans¬ 
formed the face of the globe, could be employed in the 
solution of all problems of human experience. 

This point of view naturally involved a break with 
traditional and current conceptions of philosophy, al¬ 
though not with all the traditional and current prac- 
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tices of philosophy. This will be made manifest in 
Dewey’s conception of philosophy. 


It is difficult to speak of the personal qualities of 
John Dewey without lapsing into the language of 
eulogy. Eulogy is not always an aid to clarity; nor 
does John Dewey need it. The objective record of this 
life and thought is sufficient to give an adequate im¬ 
pression of the character of his personality. Few 
philosophers have said so little of themselves. His 
writings contain hardly any hints that are autobio¬ 
graphical. The depth and richness of his personal 
experience may be inferred from his sensitive analysis 
of psychological processes wherever these are relevant 
to his main theme. But his gaze and interest seem al¬ 
ways directed outward to common problems, public 
situations, and the larger frames of reference which 
unite multitudes in social traditions, social concerns, 
and predicaments. If William James ma y be called 
the philosopher of the underdog, John Dewey is surely 
the__phi losoph er of the plain man—of the millions who 
are neither on top nor on bottom, for whom life is not 
a prolonged holiday or a romantic protest but a suc¬ 
cession of problems, at work, at war, or at home. 
Concerned, to be sure with individuals, his interest is 
not in the special case, whether labeled errant genius, 
or problem child, or the individual, but with conditions 
and problems that affect multitudes of individuals. For 
him every individual is a special case. 

Everyone acquainted with John Dewey knows that he 
is the least aw g^ome^pexson irp the worl d. He would 
never be picked out in a crowd either for quality of 
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voice, gait, or bearing. There is an air of resifuL and 
mild-m annered. sen^iti^iress_ about him which has led 
someone guessing his identity to say that he looked like 
a cross between a philosophical anarchist and Robert 
Louis Stevenson. In his relationship with people he is 
unassuming, sometimes almost to the point of efface- 
ment. His simplicity, directness, and complete lack of 
self-consciousness puts even the shyest person at his 
ease, and yet leads him to do more things and to do 
them better than he ordinarily would. His intellectual 
humility is so profound that it might seem to be a pose 
affected by a great man were it not so obviously sin¬ 
cere. Whether it is a farmer or teacher, storekeeper 
or factory worker, public official or student, he ex¬ 
changes ideas with them as if he were the learner, or 
both were learners in a common enterprise. Wherever 
John Dewey and someone else are present, there we 
have an intellectual community. He has a sense for 
what is authentic and original in every person’s ex¬ 
perience and a way of inducing the self-confidence 
which is a pre-requisite for its adequate telling. 

Deeply appreciating books and the book-learned, he 
treasures most the reflective articulation of those who 
have grappled with problems first hand. The ideas of 
a roving typesetter, a farm hand in Minnesota, a re¬ 
tired schoolteacher in Mississippi, a refugee from 
European terror, receive the same sympathetic atten¬ 
tion as the technical writings of a colleague. Some¬ 
times more. Praise embarrasses him, but he suffers 
contradiction and qualification easily. He has never 
been impressed by a title or degree; and, as certain 
foreign governments have learned, honors and junket 
tours will never persuade him to deviate a hairbreadth 
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from what he considers his intellectual and moral re¬ 
sponsibility in the face of available evidence. 

To three generations of students—even to his critics 
—John Dewey’s encouragements have always been gen¬ 
erous ; sometimes too much so. But there is a great 
teacher’s wisdom in it. C riticism, he_ belie v es, shou ld 
not wjth er^thg,. soux £_es of cg eaJive^ insight. Before men 
can produce significant things, they must first produce. 
Achie vements an d discov eries are processes j)f growth , 
r arely do they sprin g, into Insistence as flawless crea¬ 
tions. A deep insight may sometimes be^defended by 
wrong reasons. In such cases, it is at least as important 
to hold on to and develop the insight as to discard the 
reasons. John Dewey has the rare gift, without the 
slightest trace of condescension, of making men believe 
in themselves, of giving them confidence in the adven- ^ 
ture of ideas, therewith strengthening their desire to 
learn and reflect in order to act intelligently. 

Despite his gentleness there is a deep vein of Vermont 
marble in his character. None have been so shocked as 
those who have mistaken this gentleness for softness. 

In controversy he does not give ground easily and hesi¬ 
tates not at all in getting rough with opponents whose 
good faith he has reason to challenge whether they are 
ambassadors or newspaper columnists. Once aroused, 
he holds on tenaciously until things come to a decision. 
There is an intellectual toughness about him and an\ 
emo tional ease under attack which indicate complete 
inner self-confidence. 


One of the most impressive traits of John Dewey is ^ 
his intellectual and physical vigor. The quality of his 
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thought seems to improve with age. Even Iris critics 
grant that his most recent books -have constituted his 
weighties±-and m o s t .systematic statement of t he p hi¬ 
losophy of experimental ism. A n active curiosity a nd 
willingness to learn lead him to test his formulations by 
continuous application to new material. The pat 
phrase, the polished line, the stereotypes of a fixed 
system he leaves to others. At seventy he wrote that 
his philosophy “was still too much in process of change 
to lend itself to [definitive] record.” At eighty, he is 
at work on several new books, having published seven 
and completely revised two others during the last dec¬ 
ade. Ev ery volume that has, appeare d represents the 
r esult of various drafts. He can easily write a chapter 
a day, ranging in length from five to seven thousand 
words. A nd the next day disc ard it and begin all nvp r 
a .|pun. Some of his best analyses of specific problems 
have never been published since he does not revise but 
rewrites from scratch. 

He is capab le of a concentration so intense, that onjy 
a physical interruption of th e most literal sort can dis= 
turb him . His own explanation of his working habits 
is that there was no other way of getting anything 
done, while bringing up a large family on a modest in¬ 
come, than by developing an insensitiveness to the noise 
and distractions of a happy household. His physical 
vitality is no less astonishing. He seems to rely more 
on a tough New England constitution than on overcoat 
or rubbers in the stormiest weather. When he is inter¬ 
ested, he can sit through meetings and discussions from 
morning to night without showing more fatigue than 
men half of his age. His absent-mindedness, which is 
usually the result of preoccupation with ideas, has 
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given rise to many amusing situations and tales. Some¬ 
times negligent in small things, he never loses sight of 
the main issues. His sense of humor is delightful, al¬ 
though a little unpredictable. A dry chuckle, a grin, 
a twinkle that lights up the whole face are its premoni¬ 
tory signs. His low amd husky voice does not alter its^ 
tone whatever the occasion. It has brought relief to^ 
more than one insomniac among his students and bored 
many who came not to hear a teacher but to enjoy a_ 
sho wman. But after one had learned to listen, there 
was sufficient recompense in the freshness of his think¬ 
ing and the challenge of his leading ideas. “You could 
actually see him think,” Ernest Nagel has aptly said 
iiTTecalling his student days. And there is at least one 
witness who can testify to the accuracy of the charming 
picture that Irwin Edman paints in his Philosopher's 
Holiday of John Dewey in the classroom. 

Alw ays ca refully jprepared_before he came to class, 
Dewey would seem to be making a fresh start when he 
b egan to lecture . There was something unconsciously 
optimistic about the literal way he took the ideals of 
graduate instruction. F or he would never spendjhime 
in motivatin g i nterest or attention. Once, after spend¬ 
ing three consecutive hours on the analysis of the 
meaning of the word “this,” he tentatively concluded 
with the remark “I think this is a little clearer to me 
now.” He was a little perplexed at the amusement of 
the class, most of whose members had never imagined 
that there was anything problematic about “this” ex¬ 
cept why Dewey was discussing it. 

The same scrupulous desire to do justice to all as¬ 
pects of a question accounts for some of the qualities 
of his style—that scapegoat of all impatient critics. 
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A kind of tradition has grown up about the difficulties 
of his style; and it is undeniable that his most original 
writing is the hardest to read. Yet there are many 
passages in Dewey that are comparable to the best 
philosophical prose in the language. Where he is re¬ 
s tating a position already won, D ewey’s style ha s a 
grace and flexible vigor that carry easily a rich freight- 
ageT~of ideas. One need mention only Human Nature 
and Conduct , Reconstruction in Philosophy , and im¬ 
pressive portions of Experience and Nature and Art as 
Experience . It is when he is grapp ling with a probl em 
and working his way toward a solution that his writ¬ 
i ng becomes involved an d overqualified. In part this is 
due to a desire to meet objections in advance; in part, 
to an attempt to es cape the treachery of words that 
carry over connotations derived from other contexts. 
Until the analysis is complete, one does not see where 
Dewey is coming out. When a conclusion has been 
reached, it is sometimes so breathtaking that it is neces¬ 
sary to retrace the steps in the argument to see how it 
was prepared for in the apparently innocent comments 
at the outset. The late Ju stice Oliver W. Holmes 
would remark about Dewey’s Experience and Nature 
that in reading its every page he had the overwhelming 
conviction that he was reading a great book even 
though he could not always say why. 


Even those who are not acquainted with his writings 
know by the contexts in which his name appears in 
public print that wherever there is a progressive cause 
to be defended, John Dewey is always in the front 
ranks. His progressivism is a philosophy not a senti¬ 
ment. But it is rooted in a sentiment which burns 
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fiercely against cruelty and injustice no matter under 
what banner they seek to hide. Whether it is a fish 
peddler who has been arrested on trumped-up charges, 
a newspaper-stand owner whose franchise and living 
have been sacrificed by a bureaucratic error, a negro 
who faces a legal lynching, a labor organizer perse¬ 
cuted for legitimate activities, a teacher in jeopardy 
because of his heretical ideas, a Communist indicted for 
his opinions rather than for a specific crime, a victim 
of a poisonous slander campaign organized by the 
Communist Party and its dupes, a refugee marked for 
assassination by the GPU or Gestapo—John Dewey 
has always given freely of his time, his sympathies, and 
his effort. He has been attacked as Public Enemy 
No. 1 by every pressure group which has something to 
conceal, by every organization which seeks to deprive 
others of the privileges it demands for itself. For him 
no case is ever closed if a human being has unjustly 
suffered. He is surprised at others 5 surprise that he 
should give so much of himself to remedying evils in 
which he is not personally involved, and to fighting for 
the right of a hearing for causes in which he has no 
belief. These are to him the elementary obligations of 
every democrat whose faith rests not on consoling lies 
but on all the relevant and available truth. He under¬ 
takes these activities because he lives as he thinks. 

He was a pioneer in organizing teachers in behalf of 
better living conditions, better schools, and better 
teaching. He was an important figure in the Teachers 
Union in New York until it fell under political control. 
Whereupon, together with the original founders of the 
Union, he organized the Teachers Guild. In one ca¬ 
pacity or another he has been associated with every 
movement to organize a Farmer-Labor Party during 
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the last generation. Together with S. 0. Levinson, he 
led the American movement for the Plan to Outlaw 
War. After 1929, the League of Independent Political 
Action and the People’s Lobby, of which he was chair¬ 
man, helped to arouse the nation to a sense of its re¬ 
sponsibility in relation to the problem of relief and 
unemployment, regarded at that time as the appropri¬ 
ate objects of private philanthropy. 

The struggle for civil l ii^rjdnsAa-ucceptcd- by Dew ey 
as a matter of course in a wor ld in which democracy 
must pe made safe here and now as the condition prece¬ 
dent oFextending it elsewhere. In this struggle he has 
never grown tired, has never retreated, has never 
yielded to moods of helplessness before the victory of 
brute power. He helped organize the American Civil 
Liberties Union as well as the American Association of 
University Professors and is a member of defense and 
educational organizations too numerous to list here. 

Of all the defense causes in which John Dewey has 
been interested, two made the greatest impression upon 
him. The first was the Sacco-Vanzetti case. He was 
convinced of the innocence of these humble men; he was 
also convinced that the authorities would never dare, 
in the face of the evidence, to let them die. During their 
last days, he himself was overwhelmed by a personal 
family tragedy which prevented him from joining those 
who picketed the death house in which they lay. The 
news of their death came as a great shock. He never 
again placed faith in the willingness of those who were 
in high place to reverse themselves when they were in 
error. His devastating analysis of the report of the 
Lowell Commission, behind which Governor Fuller hid, 
is a classic illustration of logic in action. 
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The second cause was the case of Leon Trotsky. No 
more than in the case of Sacco-Vanzetti, did Dewey 
share Trotsky’s political views. But he noticed that 
many self-avowed “liberals” remained silent when 
Trotsky was deprived of his right to political asylum, 
even when his very life was jeopardized, although they 
vociferously protested against the slightest discrimina¬ 
tory measures against adherents of Stalin anywhere. 
What was worse, they refused to examine the evidence 
which Leon Trotsky presented to substantiate his 
claim that he was the victim of the most monstrous 
frame-up in history. When a committee of American 
scholars, educators, and labor leaders was organized to 
defend Trotsky’s right of asylum, and to investigate 
the truth of the charges made against him, it became 
the object of a systematic campaign of defamation. It 
was at this point that Dewey began to take a very 
serious interest in the entire proceedings. 

He headed a Commission of Inquiry into the Moscow 
Trials and after almost two years of close study and 
investigation of the evidence, helped write the findings 
which completely exonerated Trotsky and his son from 
the charges made against them. More than ever, now, 
was he opposed to the theoretical presuppositions of 
Leninism, Trotskyism, and Stalinism. But he had kept 
faith with h is own idea ls—with the best American 
ideals—of freedom of inquiry and justice, even to 
those with whom we disagree. 


It is difficult to evaluate the extent of John Dewey’s 
intellectual influence on American life in quantitative 
terms. Many of his ideas have become so much a part 
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of the cultural climate of our time that those who hold 
them are not always aware of their source. The daring 
vision of yesterday is the commonplace of today, and 
normally we should expect the younger generation to 
read Dewey with the feeling that they “knew it all the 
time.” The amazing thing, however, is that Dewey has 
made a greater impression upon the younger men of 
each decade since the turn of the century than he has 
upon his own strict contemporaries. One of the reasons 
for this is the suggestiveness of his writings. Few things 
are worked out with detailed finish or with the finality 
and elegance of a mathematical demonstration. But in 
recompense a host of suggestions flock to the mind of 
the reader from the pages of his books. Another reason 
for his appeal is that he seems to have anticipated, and 
in some measure to have been directly responsible for, 
several latter-day tendencies in the philosophy of sci¬ 
ence, including the social sciences. Even more signifi¬ 
cant is the fact that his emphasis upon intelligent 
action has made him the natural ally of all enemies of 
obscurantism in its perpetual wars against enlighten¬ 
ment. It is safe to predict that with t he res urgence of 
fanaticisms and political absolutisms, Dewey’s ideas 
will still have an arresting quality of challenge for a 
long time to come. 

John Dewey has always denied that his philosophy 
constituted a system . He has poked good-natured fun at 
the German professor who strung a series of polysyl¬ 
labic isms together to describe the pragmatic movement 
in philosophy. And if by system is meant start¬ 
ing with a few axiomatic ideas and logically deducing 
a set of doctrines for all fields of experience, and then 
imposing these doctrines upon the ready-made materials 
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supplied by other investigators, Dewey’s philosophy, of 
course, is not a system. 

A philosophy , however, may have a systematic qual¬ 
i ty without being a system in the ahove~sense . That is 
to say, as it explores different fields , the central in¬ 
sights, methods, and conclusions of one field may hang 
t ogether with those of other fields in such a way that 
they mutually provide some supporting force and evi¬ 
dence in relation to each other. For example, a pre¬ 
conceived theory of mind which deduces what thought 
must be in different fields independently of the pro¬ 
cedures by which we empirically establish the presence 
of thinking in those fields, can be called a system of 
mind. An empirical investigation of mind in a particular 
field which leads to conclusions that reappear when 
fresh investigations of other fields are conducted gives 
us a systematic theory of min d. It is in this last sense_ 
t hat I believe Dewey*s philosophy is syst ematic. The 
subsequent chapters are offered by way of partial evi¬ 
dence. The scope of Dewey’s intellectual interests is so 
comprehensive that insofar as his philosophy is sys¬ 
tematic it expresses a philosophy of life. In this respect, 
and in this respect alone, a lthough it is not philosoph y 
in the grand manner, it is still philosophy in the grand 
tradition. 
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PHILOSOPHY AND CULTURE 
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a N no other field of hum an thought has the claim to 
t he possess ion of absolute truth bee n m ade so often 
as in philosophy -—a fact to which its history from 
Plato to Aquinas, from Descartes to Husserl bears elo¬ 
quent witness. Yet in no field has t here been so little 
agreement^as to what these truths are. 

Even religion show s a l arger m easure of co mmon 
belief and fewer basic divisions than does philosophy. 
For philosophic disagreement extends not only to spe¬ 
cific conclusions and the methods of attaining them but 
to what constitutes the very subject matter of philos¬ 
ophy itself. This scandalous situation is not altogether 
unique to philosophy, for a similar state of affairs is 
observable among some of the social disciplines, par¬ 
ticularly those that are undeveloped and unscientific. 
But philosophers, even more so than social scientists, 
have been given to settling questions about the nature 
of their subject matter by ruling one another beyond 
the pale with arbitrary definitions of what philosophy 
is. Since these definitions reflect the particular kind of 
philosophy to which the philosopher is already com¬ 
mitted, little progress has been made. Considerable 
skepticism has thereby been evoked among intelligent 
laymen of the whole philosophic enterprise. The dis¬ 
parity between promise and performance has been so 
glaring that philosophy seems to be but a name for 
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the elabora tion of personal prejudices masquerading as 
i mpersonal axi oms. 

John Dewey has sought to avoid this fruitless clash 
of definitions by first asking in humble, empirical 
fashion: What, as a matter of historical fact, has phi¬ 
losophy been? What does an analysis of philosophy as 
intellectual behavior show? On the basis of an inquiry 
into what philosophers in their writings have actually 
done, of the generating problems around which they 
have organized their doctrines, and of the subsequent 
career of those doctrines, D ewey ma kes a proposal to 
th ose who disting uish themselves as^ philosophers to 
conceive of philosophy in a certain way. He believes 
thatTELTproposal, if acted upon, is more likely to lead 
to fruitful results than any other. 

There is nothing circular in this approach. One does 
not have to accept Dewey’s proposal at the outset to 
follow his historical inquiry, although the outcome of 
that inquiry will have a bearing upon the reasonable¬ 
ness of the proposal. For, despite the fact that there 
is no agreement on definitions of philosophy, there is 
virtual unanimity as to what writings of the past are 
philosophical, and consequently what thinkers are 
philosophers. 

What does Investigation of the his tory of philosophy 
show ? According to Dewe y, philosophies hav e p rimarily 
been concerned with the defense or criticism of certain 
ways of life, belief, and action in the culture of which 
t hey are a par t. No matter what one thinks philosophy 
should be, most systems of philosophy, especially those 
that have been accepted as official or proscribed as 
heretical, have in fact been phases of patterns of cul¬ 
tural behavior, bearing on their face the characteristics 

















30 


John Dewey 

of the age in which they were conceived. Philosophies 
have articulated with greater nicety and insight the 
beliefs, interests, and modes of feeling of different 
groups struggling for mastery over nature and each 
other. Where a philosophy has cosmic s weep and 
makes claims to universality, it can easily be shown that 
its attempt to render all of exi stence significant is unr 
dertaken from the local and temporal perspective of 
some selected feature of the life of its own times . 

The individual philosopher i s^nat,,nIw^ysL^a.ware of 
this ; but the uses to which his philosophy is put, the 
character of the groups which range themselves around 
it in advocacy or opposition, its influence on education 
in schools and without, indicate that, whatever else 
philosophies m ay be , they are^rationalizations (in.both 
senses of the term) or criticisms of what people be- 
lieve, hope, or do. They therefore have a bearing upon 
conduct, and a practical influence on affairs, even when 
they boast of their impracticality. 

The relationships between the history of philosophy 
and the problems of cultural change and conflict, al¬ 
though intimate, do not lie open to every eye. They 
are obscured by the fact that most philosophers begin 
their studies out of the books of other philosophers, 
speak a technical language specially created to deal 
with what are called philosophical problems per se , 
and tend to translate and reinterpret problems of con¬ 
temporary culture into terms and categories devised 
by their predecessors. There is also the fact that some 
philosophers, although not the major ones, seem to be 
completely oblivious to social issues of any kind, and 
are occupied exclusively with questions of space, time 
and eternity, matter and motion, substance and cause. 
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And even among the major philosophers, certain of 
their writings seem to have precious little to do with 
basic attitudes and beliefs. 

Part of this seeming irrelevance is to be accounted 
for by the fact that some philosophers, like Descartes 
and Leibnitz, have been physicists and mathematicians, 
and others, like Locke and Kant, psychologists. Their 
contributions to the history of science can be easily 
differentiated from their contributions to the history 
of philosophy. But there still remains a huge bulk of 
doctrines that belong to no field of science and yet do 
not obviously fall within the scope of Dewey’s hypoth¬ 
esis about the nature of past philosophy. It is in his 
analysis of precisely these apparently unrelated philo¬ 
sophical doctrines that Dewey has won the major 
evidence for his view. According to him, a closer exami¬ 
nation of the cultural context of philosophical reflec¬ 
tion reveals that problems o f belief and value are to Jbe 
found, with varying degrees of complexity , in every 
field of philosophy, no matter how far removed it seems 
to be at first blush from mundane affairs. For purposes 
of convenient exposition, we may distinguish these_ 
fields as the ethical, the logical and epistemological, and 
the metaphysical. 

When men choose between alternatives of action, not 




blindly, but after reflection, they give reasons to them¬ 
selves or others, for the choices majie. If the choice is 
between modes of conduct in the sphere of personal or 
social morality, even ordinary usage distinguishes be¬ 
tween knowledge and wisdom. Wiscj^ 
of knowledgfL-iix human affair s. “The wise man” and “the 
philosopher” are expressions often employed inter¬ 
changeably ; and, etymologically, philosophy is the love 
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of wisdom. Yet, despite the fact that knowledge and 
wisdom are distinguished from each other, they are re¬ 
lated. One may know and not be wise but one cannot 
be wise and ignorant. Whoever justifies one course of 
conduct as wiser than another assumes that there are 
grounds and reasons in knowledge for the choice. At 
the very first level on which abstract philosophy emerges 
from the impact of practical issues, it asks: What, 
then, are the place and role of knowledge and reason 
in the conduct of life? This question is inescapable as 
soon as we seek to understand our choice, to defend our 
method of reaching it, and to reassure ourselves or to 
persuade others that we have chosen wisely. 

To this extent almost every intelligent person on 
some occasions is philosophical. The professional philos¬ 
opher differs at this point from others only in the de¬ 
gree of his absorption in the general problem of the 
definition of the good and its relation to reason and 
knowledge. He differs from others in kind when he asks : 
In virtue of what properties are knowledge and reason 
able to perform their office of control and regulation 
of choice? What does it mean to have knowledge? What 
does it mean to be reasonable? Or, as Dewey puts it, 
the second level of philosophical sophistication is the 
one on which we ask: What are the constitution and 
structure of knowledge and reason in virtue of which 
they perform their assigned function? The answers 
philosophers have made, we do not have to consider 
here. Most of them assume that it is in virtue of some 
superior quality, almost magical, that reason can order 
life and introduce within it a coherent plan. But 
Dewey’s point is that the reference to the exigencies of 
ordinary experience is still there, even if it is indirect. 





33 


Philosophy and Culture 

And he is prepared to show that in any given cultural 
milieu, conflicting theories of the nature of knowledge 
and reason can be significantly correlated with con¬ 
flicting series of grounds and reasons offered to justify 
different solutions of basic social and personal ques¬ 
tions. 

Knowledge is something that human beings are said 
to have; and reason is what they profess to follow. 
No matter what the qualities are by which we mark 
knowledge off from ignorance, and reason from im¬ 
pulse, it is possible to ask: What in the nature of things 
makes it possible to achieve wisdom, based as it is on 
knowledge and reason: what properties must the world 
antecedently possess in order to make one mode of 
thought or action “truer” or “better” than another? 
Such questions are raised by metaphysicians in many 
variant forms. The problem at the basis of all specula¬ 
tive metaphysics, says Dewey, is: “What is the con¬ 
stitution of nature, of the universe, which renders 
possible and guarantees the conception of knowledge 
and of good that are reached?” Here, too, the reference 
to problems of life and conduct is present, although 
more indirect; here, too, there is a high positive corre¬ 
lation between the type of metaphysical construction 
accepted as an answer to questions of the sort given 
above, and the character of the practical decisions 
adopted or approved in social and personal affairs. 

For Dewey, the practical and intellectual motives 
which drive men to ask these metaphysical questions 
are intelligible; the questions as put and the answers 
as given are not. It is legitimate to ask: What is the 
history and nature of the world in which we must live 
out our lives ? But this question is one that only science 
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can answer. Science does not trade in certainties, nor 
does it derive trustworthy values from the structure of 
the physical world, not to speak of guaranteeing them. 
Traditional metaphysics has always been a violent and 
logically impossible attempt to impose some parochial 
scheme of values upon the cosmos in order to justify 
or undermine a set of existing social institutions by a 
pretended deduction from the nature of Reality. The 
very use of the term “Real” in the writings of all meta¬ 
physicians indicates that it is a value term. Since 
neither scientific method nor knowledge can absolutely 
vouchsafe the desired values and beliefs, metaphysics 
must claim to be a royal road to a higher kind of 
knowledge than empirical science can ever reach, and 
to be in the possession of insights and methods of su¬ 
perior validity. 

It is not surprising, then, that the techniques and 
vocabulary which the philosopher brings to the discus¬ 
sion of all these problems, particularly those which 
Dewey calls epistemological and metaphysical, are 
highly specialized, and at first glance seem irrelevant 
to fundamental attitudes of personal and social life. 
Like all those who live by using words, philosophers 
have a technical pride and tradition. But once crack 
the shell of any metaphysical doctrine, what appears 
is not verifiable knowledge but a directing bias. The 
philosopher, according to Dewey’s hypothesis, insofar 
as he is not discussing, unbeknown to himself, problems 
of psychology, physics, or biology, is always discussing 
the basic beliefs of his time or his own life, and trying 
to find grounds to justify them. These basic beliefs are 
of his time but not necessarily about them. They may 
be about the nature of good, evil, God, and salvation. 
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The history of philosophy is Dewey’s evidence for 
this view. As he reads it, what gives meaning to the 
metaphysical and epistemological conflicts of Greek, 
medieval, and modern philosophy are conflicting evalu¬ 
ations of cultural change. The misty and vague abstrac¬ 
tions of philosophic systems are remote only in form 
from the vivid and concrete problems of social experi¬ 
ence. Why should the controversy over universals, over 
innate ideas, over the unity of the self, over free will, 
over the relative place of sensation and reason in 
knowledge, over the general will, the nature of law, de¬ 
terminism, and sovereignty, have stirred up not only 
the Schools but the Church, Court, State, and some¬ 
times even the Market Place? The history of philos¬ 
ophy, as distinct from the history of science, is not a 
record of objectively verifiable reports about the na¬ 
ture of the world and man’s place in it, but a record 
of judgments of interpretation and practical direction. 
The strife of systems appears as a manifestation of the 
strife of cultures, of the struggle of different groups 
within the same culture, and of visions born of personal 
differences within groups. 

In the light of the foregoing, it should be clear what 
Dewey means when he claims that the pre-eminent sub¬ 
ject matter of philosophy has been the relation between 
things and values . What things are and how they are 
organized in relation to each other is the generic sub¬ 
ject matter of science. What values are, how they are 
derived and justified, and their place in organizing ex¬ 
perience into a coherent pattern, is the generic con¬ 
cern of the philosopher. Directly or indirectly, every 
philosopher has projected or criticized a survey of the 
world from the standpoint of some value or interest. 


36 


John Dewey 

It is this and only this aspect of his thought which 
gives the philosopher a distinctive and legitimate sub¬ 
ject matter. Any other view makes of philosophy either 
a pretentious substitute for science, or a kind of dark, 
poetic venture, or a strictly formal analysis of lan¬ 
guage. The history of philosophy shows that at differ¬ 
ent times it has been all these and perhaps other things 
as well; but it also shows that its predominant theme— 
and one which has given it a continuity that no other 
conception of philosophy can account for—has been 
the relation between “the real” and “the ideal,” be¬ 
tween “what is” and “what ought to be,” between 
“what exists” and “what should or should not exist.” 

Philosophers, of course, have not been the only ones 
to concern themselves with values. During the last fifty 
years sociologists and historians have undertaken scien¬ 
tific studies of the conditions under which certain values 
appear and disappear. What, then, is the difference 
between the philosopher and the social historian? Ac¬ 
cording to Dewey, the difference is this: The historian 
or sociologist takes values as social facts on the same 
basis as other social facts, investigates their distribu¬ 
tion and institutional expressions, establishes correla¬ 
tions between certain clusters of values and other social 
and nonsocial factors—all in the hope of finding a for¬ 
mula which will enable him to predict the type of values 
that will flourish in determinate societies and vice versa. 
The philosopher is interested in the evaluation of values, 
in an analysis of what passes for valuable in order to 
ascertain whether it is truly judged as valuable. Inso¬ 
far as his evaluation is intelligent, he will take into 
account everything relevant that the historian or soci¬ 
ologist can tell him about the causes, contexts, and 
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consequences of values; but he does not take these 
values as simply given but as controls of policy to be 
themselves controlled by subsequent analysis and action. 
The philosophic approach to values is not merely de¬ 
scriptive but normative. What human beings do when 
they deliberate on alternatives of personal conduct, the 
philosopher systematically does in relation to the major 
alternatives of social policy. 

So far we have been presenting Dewey’s conception 
of the role of philosophy in the history of thought. We 
now come to his proposal of the role philosophy should 
play in the world today. His proposal is that philos¬ 
ophers should do consciously what until now they have 
done in the main unconsciously and, therefore, badly. 
His program for philosophers is that they directly con¬ 
front the major problems and beliefs of our society, 
make explicit our value assumptions, project alterna¬ 
tives of social choice, investigate methods of investi¬ 
gation, formulate a theory of inquiry that may aid in 
overcoming intellectual confusions, and furnish, if pos¬ 
sible, intelligent grounds of action in meeting the times 
and its troubles. Wherever fundamental problems of 
evaluation are to be considered, there is the post for a 
philosopher, not because he has the answers but because 
he has a critical theory of what constitutes a possible 
answer and why. And since the problems of social eval¬ 
uation are more fundamental than any others, in the 
sense that whatever attitude we take to them has the 
most pervasive influence on the attitudes taken else¬ 
where (a proposition which will later be proved), they 
constitute the pre-eminent posts of honor and battle 
for philosophers. 

Such a proposal may seem on a first hearing to be 
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a call to philosophy to abandon its detachment, its uni¬ 
versal scope, and its analytic rigor. This as we shall 
see is no more justified than the fear expressed by 
some philosophers that such a proposal is an invita¬ 
tion to philosophers to give up their vocation and de¬ 
vote themselves to glorified social work. To all who 
speak in this way, the rejoinder can properly be made 
that most of what has passed for philosophy until now 
and presumably represents an alternative conception 
of philosophy, has never shown critical detachment, 
has been universal in phrase but always partisan in 
interest and emphasis, and has been as loose in its 
methods of reasoning as it has been silly in its conclu¬ 
sions. Nor does this proposal invite philosophers to 
turn into evangelical social reformers or philanthropists 
but rather to acquire mastery over some specific sub¬ 
ject matter in the social field and test by concrete in¬ 
vestigation the values, beliefs, and methods on which 
policies in these fields rest. 

Values and beliefs, it has been said, constitute the 
subject matter of philosophy; philosophical activity is 
the criticism of values and beliefs. It has also been said 
that the subject matter of philosophy, since it is sup¬ 
plied by the social life of man, can be investigated from 
the standpoint of the special sciences. What remains 
as distinctive of philosophy and as constituting its 
unique influence, for good or evil, on social affairs, is 
its critical evaluation of values and beliefs . This is an 
office and function to which no other discipline aspires. 

But, it may be asked, in what way is the method 
of criticism distinctive or unique to philosophy? Are 
not all the arts and sciences critical? Have they not, 
already in use, methods of criticizing the work done 
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in their respective fields? Must their practitioners wait 
on philosophy to be able to criticize theories, books, 
plays, pictures, and the actions of their fellow men? 
Certainly not. Dewey grants that discriminating judg¬ 
ment in any field is a form of criticism. But as a rule 
these criticisms are made on the basis of implicit as¬ 
sumptions, themselves accepted as valid without benefit 
of critical evaluation. Conduct is criticized from the 
standpoint of some law, custom, or religious code; a 
picture, by certain standards which are set by habit, 
authority, or fashion; a theory, in the light of a con¬ 
ventional schema of verification or of its coherence with 
other accepted theories. It is only when the method or 
standard of criticism on this first level is contrasted 
with other methods or standards, and the grounds for 
choosing between them made explicit and subjected, if 
there is need for it, to further evaluation, that criticism 
is philosophical. That is why Dewey sometimes defines 
philosophy as a criticism of methods of criticism. 

How does such a method proceed? Primarily by the 
clarification of meanings—a process in which their 
contexts are laid bare, their operational correspond¬ 
ences established, their implications and consistencies 
explored, and their obscurities and ambiguities reduced. 
Many of the terms employed with a free and easy fa¬ 
miliarity in discourse have a vague and rough meaning. 
This is particularly true of the terms that are called 
basic or fundamental in special fields of inquiry, and 
of almost all terms which express evaluations and ap¬ 
praisals. Whether we are interested in enjoying mean¬ 
ings or verifying them, clarification increases the scope 
of appreciation and the precision of understanding. 

Clarification of meanings involves a critique of cer- 
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tain language habits which have burdened men in their 
attempt to solve problems, and resulted in pseudo 
problems in whose fruitless pursuit immense energies 
have been misdirected. For example, many philosoph¬ 
ers who have admitted that there is no scientific war¬ 
rant for separating mind from body often speak of 
mind as if it exercised an influence as a separate force 
upon behavior and wrestle with a problem their own 
linguistic habits have created. We know that all inter¬ 
actions into which a thing enters exhibit its nature but 
in our language the nature of a thing is often referred 
to as a substance in which qualities inhere and which 
presumably has a character in independence of its 
interactions, thus generating another set of insoluble 
problems. In all fields many people are unable to inter¬ 
pret the abstractions they use because they cannot in¬ 
dicate what controls in inquiry may be applied to them. 
The result of the use of unanalyzed and unanalyzable 
abstractions is that, despite heated controversies, issues 
that are fateful for the life of the community are rarely 
joined in a manner which permits of intelligent agree¬ 
ment or difference. 

Philosophic criticism is not only a process of clari¬ 
fying and discriminating meanings: it suggests and 
unifies meanings. In making us aware of what we intend 
or desire, it introduces some order into our basic choices 
and commitments, makes us review alternatives previ¬ 
ously ignored or glossed over, multiplies the possibili¬ 
ties to be considered, and by a kind of anticipatory 
enactment of the future lessens regret and repentance. 
Although philosophy does not pretend to discover new 
truths about the nature of the world and man, it facili¬ 
tates the quest for such discovery by both suggesting 
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and refining new points of view. As Dewey conceives it, 
philosophical criticism does not clip the wings of vision 
but, by making it responsive to what may be achieved, 
lends it power. 

Questions about trustworthy belief do not arise only 
in social inquiry, although they are conspicuously 
present there. They arise wherever evaluations are 
made. In every field of human knowledge there is a 
point where we find ourselves thrown back upon a belief 
in one method or assumption, rather than another, in 
behalf of which we cannot offer the same kind of evi¬ 
dence as we accept for the conclusions that have been 
reached by this method or assumption. For example, 
the principles which guide the processes of confirmation 
cannot themselves be confirmed by the same procedure. 
Why do we believe them? Why, indeed, do we put our 
faith in scientific methods of resolving problems rather 
than in nonempirical methods ? Why do we operate with 
one form of implication rather than another? All of the 
fundamental assumptions of any science or logic are 
of the nature of decisions. But are these decisions 
merely prejudices, arbitrarily put on or off? Do we 
not, in the specific fields in which they are made, re¬ 
gard them as more trustworthy, as better than others? 
Do we not give some grounds for our choice? And if 
there is a choice, are we not engaged in evaluating be¬ 
tween basic alternatives ? The scientist may ignore such 
evaluations, but the philosopher cannot. Although the 
whole problem has never been adequately explored, it is 
at least an open question whether the grounds we offer 
for reasonable and trustworthy belief of “basic” as¬ 
sumptions in the field of science are not of the same 
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generic character as the grounds offered for reason¬ 
able and trustworthy belief in our “basic” moral as¬ 
sumptions. 


Before considering some of the objections that may 
be (and have been) urged against Dewey’s conception 
of philosophy, I wish briefly to compare it with the 
conception of philosophy which has recently been pop¬ 
ularized by contemporary logical empiricism. Accord¬ 
ing to this school of thought, all human utterances, 
except statements of mathematics and logic, fall into 
two classes: utterances which, as signs or effects, ex¬ 
press something about the persons making them; and 
utterances which represent in a symbolic way that some 
state of affairs is so or is not. Statements of the first 
class are neither true nor false, for they assert nothing. 
Statements of the second class may be true or false; 
they are meaningful because verifiable. The second class 
includes all of the propositions of the empirical sci¬ 
ences—natural and social. What about philosophical 
statements? Or, more accurately, statements made by 
philosophers which are grammatically correct but are 
not clearly either representative (empirical) statements 
or expressive ones. Such statements have been con¬ 
ventionally classified as falling into three groups: 
metaphysical (including ontology, epistemology, and 
normative ethics), psychological, and logical. Most 
logical empiricists assert that all the statements in the 
first group are expressive and therefore strictly mean¬ 
ingless ; all the statements of the second group belong to 
the field of empirical science (except “rational psy¬ 
chology” and “intuitive psychology,” which are part 
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of metaphysics). This leaves logical analysis which 
constitutes the sole subject matter of philosophy. 

Now in one sense Dewey, too, believes that philosophy 
may be defined as logical analysis. But his conception 
of logical analysis, as we shall see later, is not restricted 
to logical syntax, i.e., the formal rules which deter¬ 
mine what constitutes a sentence and how given sen¬ 
tences may be transformed into others, but includes an 
analysis of the methods of general inquiry valid in all 
fields. And among these fields is one made up of state¬ 
ments which some logical empiricists, at least, have 
ruled out as purely expressive, viz., statements that 
assert that some value, belief, policy, assumption, or 
method is “better” or “worse” than others. Since every 
theoretical discipline, including logic, when confronted 
by a series of problems to be solved, does choose some 
assumption or method as better for its purpose than 
others, and since every art like medicine, law, etc., 
likewise engages in evaluation, we have a field which 
touches at some point every domain of thought and 
practice. Philosophers, according to Dewey, have 
always been concerned with these basic problems of 
reasonable or trustworthy belief—sometimes critically, 
sometimes not. His proposal to philosophers is that 
they continue with such concerns, in any field in which 
they have some mastery of the subject matter, in a 
self-conscious “scientific” way. Some, but not all, logi¬ 
cal empiricists believe that such a proposal opens the 
doors to a revival of metaphysics, for no human action, 
they assert, where a basic choice is at issue, can ever 
be scientifically grounded. 

There is, therefore, a correlated difference in the 
approach of Dewey and the main branch of the logical 
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empiricists to the history of philosophy. Long before 
the logical empiricists, Dewey had shown that most of 
the traditional problems of philosophy were pseudo 
problems, i.e., they could not be solved even in their 
own terms. In a much more formal way the logical em¬ 
piricists did the same thing and stopped. But instead 
of stopping with the demonstration of the logical fu¬ 
tility of continuing the controversy over formulations 
which in principle could never be adequate to any con¬ 
crete problems, Dewey went on to inquire what the 
genuine conflicts were which lay at the bottom of fruit¬ 
less verbal disputes. If metaphysics is meaningless, why 
should it be endowed by hard-headed governments? If 
normative propositions are nonsensical, why should 
people fight over them? Why should one variety of 
nonsense be supported by one group and another va¬ 
riety by a different one? Dewey believes that philosophi¬ 
cal analysis can illumine the apparent conflict over 
meaningless sentences by showing how it grows out of 
genuine conflicts in interest and evaluation. Just as 
there is a “method behind madness” so there is a “mean¬ 
ing behind nonsense.” Dewey’s hypothesis is that even 
in a crazy patchwork quilt of metaphysics, particularly 
if it wins acceptance, we can find some response to the 
same difficulties and predicaments of life which are at 
the basis of political, cultural, and social struggles. 
Dewey proposes that, without abandoning its critical 
detachment, philosophy analyze these conflicts, put the 
issues into focus by clarifying the ideas and ideals of 
the contending parties, and suggest methods of dealing 
with them which will make our choices “better” or more 
intelligent. 

Illustrations of this mode of approach to the prob- 
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lems of classical philosophy abound in Dewey’s writ¬ 
ings. He has thrown a flood of light on the generating 
attitudes responsible for much of ancient and modern 
philosophy. Where, for example, the logical empiricists 
see nothing but confused logical syntax in epistemo¬ 
logical controversies over the priority of sensation or 
reason, subject or object, Dewey interprets the great 
systematic efforts to reduce one to another as an ever 
renewed struggle between two attitudes contending for 
exclusive mastery over social life—the radical and pro¬ 
gressive on the one hand, the conservative and tradi¬ 
tional on the other. When the specific problems of social 
change are faced, it is easy to see how necessary the 
roles of both sensation and reason are in initiating and 
controlling all changes that appeal to intelligence for 
acceptance. 


We must now consider some of the chief types of 
objection which have been urged against Dewey’s 
conception of philosophy. One of the commonest argu¬ 
ments against it is that it makes philosophy a hand¬ 
maiden of narrow practice. It overlooks, so it is al¬ 
leged, man’s natural curiosity and sense of wonder 
before the mysteries of creation. It asks that philos¬ 
ophy, so to speak, pay for itself in specific utilities as 
if it were a business venture, forgetting that man’s 
greatest glory expresses itself in conspicuously use¬ 
less pursuits like pure mathematics, art, and other 
forms of play. This objection is based upon an obvious 
and almost willful misunderstanding. To begin with, 
when Dewey speaks of practice, he does not mean that 
philosophies must serve some immediate practical inter- 
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est but that if they have meaning they commit us to 
some activity in relation to the world or situation which 
calls it forth. This activity or practice may be evalu¬ 
ated as useful or useless, good or bad; but the crucial 
question is whether such practice is relevant to the 
problem with which the philosopher is concerned, 
whether he is aware of its relevance, and is prepared 
to accept the consequences as evidence for or against 
the validity of his philosophy. It is sheer begging the 
question to assume that philosophy is like pure: mathe¬ 
matics and art. For these have a definite subject mat¬ 
ter, problems, and procedures, whereas it is the very 
nature of the subject matter of philosophy which is 
in question. Chess may be useless, but we know what it 
is about and can demonstrate propositions about pos¬ 
sible moves. And surely it is not being claimed by 
critics of Dewey’s philosophy that if anything is use¬ 
less it is therewith philosophical. To say that Dewey 
would turn men away from wondering or blunt their 
intellectual curiosity is as wrong as anything can be. 
In fact that is part of his indictment of conventional 
education. The tendency to wonder is as natural to 
men as their breathing, but not so well developed, and 
subject to many more frustrations. After all what does 
it mean to wonder, to be intellectually curious? For 
Dewey it means to fashion ideas, hypotheses, and their 
alternatives, whose meaning and relevance depend upon 
imaginative projection of their consequences for action 
(practice, inquiry, research) of a specific kind in a 
specific situation. That is the difference between intel¬ 
lectual wonder or vision, and daydreaming. When an 
astronomer tells us he is wondering about the world, 
we know what he is doing; but do we know what a 
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philosopher is doing when he wonders about the world? 
Does he? 

Far from urging philosophers to restrict themselves 
to narrow factual surveys within the interstices of the 
special sciences as a way of establishing their useful¬ 
ness, Dewey deplores the absence of speculative ideas. 
Philosophical inquiry should seek to make whatever 
inquiry is born of wonder not only rigorous but fruit¬ 
ful. He makes a plea, that would certainly sound 
strange coming from a worshiper of utility, for “the 
casting off of that intellectual timidity which hampers 
the wings of imagination, for speculative audacity, for 
more faith in ideas”—but in every case, the lead, mean¬ 
ing, and test of their ideas is to be found in a specific 
set of activities and practices related to concrete prob¬ 
lems. 

Further, if Dewey is right about the nature of phi¬ 
losophy, insofar as it is distinguishable from science, 
it is primarily an evaluation of evaluations in social 
and personal life. Whether we call such activity prac¬ 
tical is not of importance. The self-styled practical man 
will not. But no matter what it is called, it is of mo¬ 
mentous account because of its power to direct and 
redirect so many human practices. Philosophy, as well 
as other sciences, may have arisen out of wonder. But 
it is a wonder about what is most trustworthy or 
reasonable in the way of belief, and of life. That is 
why the philosophy a man has makes a difference, and 
will always make a difference, to the world. It would be 
true to say that for Dewey the impractical man is not 
he who has a theory or a philosophy but he who is 
unaware of the one he has and so cannot check or 
criticize what he is doing; while the practical man is 
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not he who is busy just for the sake of being busy 
but who knows what he is doing and why. 

The second type of criticism of Dewey’s conception 
of philosophy takes him to task for neglecting the 
cosmic background of the human enterprise. Man and 
his day-by-day concerns, the objection runs, loom so 
large in Dewey’s scheme of things that they blot out 
the eternal procession of the stars and the multiple- 
infinite vistas of a universe in comparison to which 
man is insignificant. One critic taxes him with having 
little consciousness of the loneliness of the individual 
soul adrift on uncharted seas of being. In striving to 
make the world a better place to live in, it is said, 
Dewey overlooks the fact that the world at its best is 
not worth much, that death, ugliness, and ignorance 
will always be the lot of man, that intelligence is weak 
compared to its rivals, and that the better part of 
wisdom is to resign ourselves to our fundamental limita¬ 
tions rather than to try to overcome them. 

This type of criticism is based upon a glaring mis¬ 
reading of Dewey and a basic confusion of categories. 
Nowhere does Dewey suggest that even the widest use 
of intelligence will eliminate all human evils and im¬ 
perfections. Indeed, it is the very imperfections of men 
as biological and social creatures, together with the 
precariousness of all existence, which constitute the 
matrix out of which all the problems that beset men 
arise. These problems can be met in various ways. One 
of them is by talking about the stars. The other is by 
bringing to bear all the resources of intelligence to in¬ 
crease the area of human and humane control, and, in 
a world where so much is frustrated by accidents that 
cannot be avoided, to reduce the number that can. How 
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many burdens under which men have needlessly suf¬ 
fered have been ascribed to the fixed character of the 
cosmos, and therefore part of their eternal lot? Only 
intelligence can distinguish in any given situation be¬ 
tween what follows from the nature of things, and what 
is due to human indifference and cruelty. Wisdom for 
Dewey is not a weary resignation to human limita¬ 
tions. As if the basis of comparison could ever be the 
romantic illusion of human beings free from all limita¬ 
tions ! Wisdom is the unlamenting acceptance of what¬ 
ever limitations intelligence discloses to be present in 
the world, as the condition for increasing the role of 
intelligence, beauty, and fellowship in experience. 

The objection we are examining makes sense only 
if it is legitimate to make an antithesis between the 
meaning of human experience and the meaning of ex¬ 
istence. For Dewey, it is meaningless to speak of the 
meaning of existence. With critics of this variety in 
mind, he writes: “It has become a cheap intellectual pas¬ 
time to contrast the infinitesimal pettiness of man with 
the vastnesses of the stellar universe. Yet all such com¬ 
parisons are illicit. We cannot compare existence and 
meaning; they are disparate. The characteristic life of 
man is itself the meaning of vast stretches of existence, 
and without it the latter have no meaning or existence. 
There is no measure of physical existence and con¬ 
scious experience because the latter is the only measure 
there is for the former. The significance of being, 
though not its existence, is the emotion it stirs, the 
thought it sustains.” 

To put it another way, those who contrast the hu¬ 
man foreground and the cosmic background in nature 
forget that without reference to man there is no fore- 


50 


John Dewey 

ground or background in nature at all. Men may prefer 
to follow the course of the stars rather than to work 
for the elimination of war and poverty. But it is a 
human preference and must be evaluated like all human 
preferences. There is nothing in Dewey’s philosophy to 
forbid it. But he insists that if we are truly interested 
in broadening the scope of esthetic experience and intel¬ 
lectual adventure there are certain social conditions 
which must be fulfilled first. 

A closer glance at this criticism “from the standpoint 
of eternity” shows that actually it is not a criticism 
of Dewey’s conception of philosophy. It confirms it. 
For it does not deny that philosophy is concerned with 
a critical evaluation of values and beliefs; it only denies 
Dewey’s specific evaluations. Its own allegiance, as a 
philosophy, is either to a certain “objective” theory of 
value or to a special set of values which it presumably 
believes it can establish as worthier than others. Its 
narrowness is revealed in the fact that it conceives of 
philosophy in such a way that answers to specific ques¬ 
tions of what reasonable beliefs to hold are begged at 
the very outset. Those who contrast eternity with time, 
more often than not, are really contrasting past times 
with present times. A transcendent passion for “past 
times,” Dewey once remarked, is “a form of pastime,” 
legitimate enough if recognized as such but not obliga¬ 
tory upon everyone. 


Chapter 


aaa 

THE NATURE OF IDEAS 


PHILOSOPHER is a man of id eas . He differs 
^■^from other people who are concerned with ideas 
in that he has ideas about i dea s. The easiest approach 
to a man’s philosophy is usually through his theory of 
the nature of ideas, for many other aspects of his 
thought depend upon it. In the case of John Dewey, it 
would hardly be an exaggeration to say that almost 
all of the doctrines associated with his name can be 
inferred from his theory of the nature of ideas. For 
more than fifty years and in varied terminologies, he 
has been discussing ideas. 

Dewey’s interest in the nature of ideas is not hard 
to explain. Whatever else intelligence is, it is an affair 
of ideas. Concern with the origin, function, and tests 
of ideas is therefore inescapable on the part of anyone 
who believes in the methods of intelligence. We are liv¬ 
ing in a day where much is being said about plans and 
programs. But not all who glorify them can tell us 
what it means to have a plan, at what point it ceases 
being a slogan, how it differs from a fantasy, by what 
methods we determine whether plans have succeeded or 
failed. Without a clear understanding of what ideas 
are, it is impossible to answer questions of this kind. 

Since no one else seems interested in making an anal¬ 
ysis of ideas, the philosopher must do it. Philosophers 
have attempted to do it in the past, and every fresh 
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analysis must do justice to their efforts, even if they 
turn out to have been misdirected. Part of the diffi¬ 
culty of the subject consists in picking one’s way 
through the thicket of these different theories of ideas. 
There is no going around it, however, and even simpli¬ 
fication has obvious limits. In Dewey’s case the recom¬ 
pense is that his theory of ideas and the derivative 
notions of truth and validity light up his treatment of 
every major problem. 


Of all the terms in the philosopher’s vocabulary, 
“idea” is surely the most ambiguous. Not only in the 
philosopher’s vocabulary. Ordinary speech shows many 
different senses of the term. It is used synonymously 
with words like perception, intent, guess, anticipation, 
form, function, presentation, image, to mention but a 
few. Only a careful attention to the context of the 
term, the situation within which it is used, and the 
action, symbolic or literal, by which it is controlled, 
enables us to determine in what sense the word idea is 
being employed. 

No theory worth a second glance can account for all 
the different meanings of “idea.” Nor can any theory of 
“ideas” be tested by its adequacy in accounting for 
the uses of the term unless we can distinguish in a 
workably clear way between these different meanings. 
Dewey’s theory of ideas is a theory about “ideas” in 
the sense in which we say “knowledge is a process of 
getting ideas,” “ideas are the life of mind,” “have you 
an idea how this works?” In other words, Dewey is 
primarily interested in discovering the nature of “sci¬ 
entific” ideas, where science is broadly conceived to 
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cover every situation in which to have ideas is to make 
a claim to have knowledge—good, bad, or indifferent. 
If we are clear as to what ideas are in this sense, it 
may turn out that some of the other senses are deriva¬ 
tive. There is no reason why they should all be. But 
the advantage of beginning in this way is that we can 
control the adequacy of Dewey’s hypothesis about ideas 
by testing it in the light of what we can observe about 
the life career of our own ideas in all situations where 
having an idea and not having an idea correspond to 
the distinction between claiming to have knowledge and 
not making such a claim. 

Most simply put, an idea, for Dewey, is a plan of 
action. What kind of action? That depends upon the 
situation in which the idea is formulated. Different ideas 
in different fields involve different kinds of action. “It 
may be chopping down a tree, finding a trail, or con¬ 
ducting a scientific research in mathematics, history, or 
chemistry.” But it is action of a physical kind that 
involves the use of the body in a world of other bodies 
and things. Since it is a plan of action, the idea pre¬ 
supposes the existence of something to be acted upon. 
Ideas, therefore, never create what they act upon al¬ 
though a new creation may be the consequence of their 
action. When there is no relevant specifiable difference 
in the kind of actions that follow from entertaining 
two ideas, the ideas are logically one and the same, 
even though they sound different; when specifiable dif¬ 
ferences are observable, ideas are logically different, 
even when they sound alike. 

An idea is a plan of action. Like all other plans, it is 
relevant to a problem. What kind of problem? Here 
again the answer depends upon the particular difficul- 
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ties out of which problems arise and the particular 
purposes which are being frustrated by the difficulties. 
But an idea as a plan is directed to the future in a two¬ 
fold sense—to something to be done and to something 
expected from the doing. It is only as plans that “ideas 
are the promise of things hoped for, the symbol of 
things not seen.” 

A plan must meet certain conditions before it can 
succeed. But in meeting these conditions, as a form of 
action, it remakes or redoes these conditions in certain 
respects. To be intelligent is not merely, or even pri¬ 
marily, to be successful in achieving a certain end, for 
this may be a matter of luck. To be intelligent is to 
have a plan and to be able to distinguish it from other 
plans. The having of a plan means that we are able to 
indicate what specific operations must be performed in 
a specific milieu. It is often easier for others to tell 
whether or not we have a plan than for us. For they 
ultimately judge by what they observe while we may 
mistake a feeling of tension or elation for an idea, and 
tinkering for directed action. 

This simple approach to ideas is not innocent. For 
as we shall see, it has significant implications, some 
apparently paradoxical, for the whole enterprise of 
scientific inquiry. Let us draw some of them and note 
how at every point they challenge some traditional or 
commonsensical assumption about the nature of ideas. 
First of all, if an idea is a plan of action, it is a prop¬ 
erty of organic behavior . To speak of ideas, then, as 
many philosophers have done, as if they have an ex¬ 
istence, separate and apart from the body, is to be 
guilty of a contradiction in terms. Second, as a plan, 
an idea is a mode of response to a situation; it is not a 
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hind of stuff —physical, mental, or neutral. To speak, 
then, of having ideas in one’s head or in one’s mind is 
a deceptive metaphor. Third, a planned response or 
behavior is a public action. Its very nature demands 
that it can be performed by others, at the very least 
observed by others. To speak, then, of ideas being pri¬ 
vate, a personal possession whose meaning cannot be 
shared or communicated, is illegitimate. These modes of 
speech taken literally generate insoluble problems with 
which philosophers have wrestled for centuries in vain. 

Ideas conceived as plans of action have a construc¬ 
tive office in producing changes which mark the differ¬ 
ence between unsettled and settled, problematic and 
resolved, situations. Such a conception runs counter to 
another view which admits that ideas have a function 
but insists this function is not to produce anything but 
“to reproduce” it correctly or accurately. It answers 
the question, What is it that we have ideas of? by 
saying that our ideas are of the physical world. But 
can an idea literally reproduce the physical world? No, 
but according to this view the qualities and relations 
of the physical world are reproducible or representable 
in ideas. What must an idea be, then, in order to be able 
to reproduce or represent the qualities of the things 
we have ideas of? The answers made indicate that ideas 
are believed to be of the nature of perceptions, lively or 
faint, or of images, clear or blurred, or of sensations, 
simple or compound. 

It is true that the term “idea” is sometimes used in 
common discourse synonymously with perception, 
image, and sensation. What these are, in Dewey’s view, 
we shall discuss in a subsequent chapter. But the ques¬ 
tion is whether this theory of the nature of ideas is 
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adequate to explain the role of ideas in knowledge¬ 
getting contexts. Many philosophers have answered this 
question affirmatively; but, according to Dewey, such 
a position is disastrously wrong and, when consistently 
held, terminates in the belief that ideas, instead of 
being claims to knowledge, which like all other claims 
must be validated by certain techniques and operations, 
are themselves the sole objects of knowledge, and that 
therefore men are imprisoned in the magic circle of 
private, sensory experience. 

Consider, then, as a test case for the validity of this 
theory of ideas, any idea which claims to be true or to 
lead to knowledge. How can it be identified with a 
sense quality or image of any kind? We stumble upon 
something and pick it up. We observe its color, feel its 
shape, smell its fragrance, and note as many qualities 
as we can. But we may list these qualities and still be 
compelled to ask: What is it ? As qualities “they are the 
materials of problems.” They themselves must be in¬ 
vestigated and understood. The experience of these 
qualities is a natural event on all fours with other 
natural events. We can look a thing in the face all day 
and still not know what it is. Our knowledge begins 
when we can relate the qualities observed to their causes, 
when we can use them to make predictions, act on them 
to derive new qualities, show their functional depend¬ 
ence upon each other. Perceptions, images, and sensa¬ 
tions are immediate; knowledge never is. As natural 
events, the former are strictly speaking neither true 
nor false. When noticed, they mark the point at which 
things break in upon the continuities of our behavior 
and provoke us to reflection, i.e., to formulate ideas 
which redirect behavior. The ideas may be true or 
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false but not that which provokes us into forming 
them. 

Sensations are the stimuli not the gateways to knowl¬ 
edge. They are necessary to knowledge not only as 
stimuli but as checks, controls, signs. But, if and when 
we are agreed that in a given case knowledge has been 
achieved, we can show that such knowledge is the con¬ 
sequence of our having common ideas, not common 
sensations. What does it mean to say that we have 
common sensations, anyhow, when on most theories of 
sensations they are private and incommunicable? 

The identification of ideas with sensations, wherever 
ideas are recognized as “candidates for knowledge,” 
was recognized as a mistake by many philosophers long 
before Dewey. Sensations are discrete; ideas have a 
pattern. Sensations are specific and unrepeatable; ideas 
are general, constant, and uniform. The ways in which 
sensations are organized, caused, related, are not them¬ 
selves sensations. This was known to Plato, to Spinoza, 
to Kant. Ideas, for them, were the source of Reason, 
Order, Connection. They were not present in Sensa¬ 
tions. They had to be found in Ideas. What were Ideas? 
Not plans of action but—and here we have divergence 
among the different schools of rationalism—Forms of 
Being, Intuitions, Categories of Transcendental Mind. 

The converse of a mistake may be another mistake, 
particularly when it shares some of the assumptions of 
the original one. According to Dewey, all of these ra¬ 
tionalistic theories of the nature of ideas, even when 
they admitted, as the Kantians did and the Platonists 
did not, that sensory experience was necessary to 
knowledge, were mistaken because their account of ideas 
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was incompatible with the actual role of ideas in scien¬ 
tific inquiry—the field of pre-eminent knowledge. 

According to the rationalist theory, the conclusion 
of any inquiry can be regarded as genuine knowledge 
only insofar as it can be identified with, or subsumed 
under, an Idea, Insight, or Form which is itself certain. 
Otherwise an infinite regress is set up. What is pre¬ 
sented as knowledge can then pass muster only if it is 
demonstrable that at some point it is a logical or prob¬ 
able consequence of an Idea which is immediately and 
self-evidently true. 

Yet no idea in science, whether as premise or conclu¬ 
sion, postulate or law, rule or description, is regarded 
as self-evident. Every idea must justify itself. The 
considerations offered in justification vary. But what 
they all have in common is this: reference to the conse¬ 
quences of their use and not to antecedent certainties. 
The validation of scientific ideas of any kind is always 
offered in terms of observable consequences “which sat¬ 
isfy the conditions set by the nature of the problem in 
hand.” Any theory of ideas which entails the view that 
some ideas must be self-evidently true rules itself out 
of court because it rules out all scientific knowledge as 
genuine knowledge. And no sooner does it present the 
specific ideas which it regards as self-evident than it 
becomes apparent that they possess the alleged char¬ 
acter of self-evidence only in the eyes of a few. There 
is irony in the fact that more universal agreement ex¬ 
ists about scientific ideas that make no pretense of 
being self-evidently true than about any axioms or self- 
evident truths which have ever been advanced at any 
time by any philosophical school. 

Another consequence of the view that Ideas as Forms 
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or Rational Intuitions are the sole intelligible criteria 
of knowledge* is that the acquisition of new knowledge 
as the outcome of processes of reflective inquiry be¬ 
comes a mystery. All knowledge had to be identified 
with the rational Forms, derived from Mind or Being, 
or reduced to illustrations of such Forms. New knowl¬ 
edge was “explained” by assimilating it to Ideas 
immediately grasped by Thought without the interven¬ 
tion of observation or inference. Yet the whole history 
of science shows that scientific inquiry makes progress 
by continually bursting through the old and familiar 
Forms of explanation. It sets up its own standards and 
criteria of valid knowledge by accepting “the conse¬ 
quences of their experimental operations as constitut¬ 
ing the known object,” instead of “proving” that the 
new knowledge won was identical with what was already 
known. 

The third consequence of traditional rationalism is 
that all knowledge which seems to be a result of con¬ 
trolled experience turns out to be a case of recognition. 
We can only know what in some sense we have already 
known. This is the Platonic answer to the puzzle of 
how a person who is ignorant can ever learn anything, 
for he must not only know enough to ask a question 
but to recognize the answer as the right one when it is 
given. But once we see that ideas in science are pre¬ 
sented as hypotheses and not as transcripts of Forms 
of Being; once we relate ideas to the operations they 
elicit and the differences in things which result from 
such operations; once we see that whatever knowledge 
we bring to a new inquiry both tests and is tested in 
that inquiry—all the puzzles disappear. Cognition no 
longer pretends to be mere recognition but a mode of 
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intelligent action of the organism as a whole in solving 
its problems. 

We can now list some of the advantages of Dewey’s 
theory of ideas as plans of action. It liberates us from 
the desperate expedient of ruling out science as knowl¬ 
edge, and from the myth that we can only know what 
we have once forgotten. It saves us from the dubious 
psychology and worse philosophy that seeing, hearing, 
and feeling are not merely believing but knowing. But 
these are only negative virtues of the theory. It ex¬ 
plains by positive evidence observable features of the 
actual use of ideas in inquiry. It explains what has been 
a great mystery to all other theories of ideas, viz., how 
thinking can affect things, how thought can be practi¬ 
cal, and why its presence or absence makes a concrete 
difference to the world. Every other theory fails at this 
point, for it makes ideas either useless, or reduplica¬ 
tive, or the source of the very things they affect. 
Dewey’s theory avoids these blind alleys in its explana¬ 
tion of the functional roles of sensory experience, ac¬ 
cumulated knowledge, and hypotheses in all inquiry. 
And, finally, by showing that an idea is an acting out 
of a plan, controlled by some features of the objective 
situation and controlling others, it explains the “crea¬ 
tive” power of ideas. Properly interpreted, ideas are 
never almighty but always efficacious. Whoever claims 
to have an idea, and not an image, or biological spasm, 
or ineffable vision, presents the world with “tools to 
search for materials to solve a problem.” 


From this primary theory of the nature of ideas, 
Dewey is able to show that two other usages of the 


61 


The Nature of Ideas 

term are derivative. In the behavior which exhibits a 
plan of action, i.e., in the behavior which enables us to 
recognize that an idea is at work, “ideas” are used, 
where the term “ideas” is interchangeable with “mean¬ 
ings,” “conceptions,” “abstractions.” It is also ob¬ 
served that in inquiry things are used which are 
referred to as “meaningful,” “significant,” or “signs.” 
How are these two senses of the term “idea” related to 
the one discussed in the previous section? We shall dis¬ 
cuss them in reverse order. 

A perplexing situation arises. What can be the mat¬ 
ter? The answers suggested are ideas whose meanings 
are disclosed in the respective methods of inquiry to 
which they lead. Here to have an idea is to have a 
meaning, and to have a meaning is to have an idea, and 
both are properties of behavior. This is the primary 
sense of idea or meaning. But in carrying out our in¬ 
quiry, certain things rather than others are considered 
relevant, certain data are attended to and others ig¬ 
nored. These things and data are meaningful and are 
directly used in the process of inquiry without having 
to show their credentials. This is the test tube, that is a 
poison, this other a warning sound of a discharge. If 
these things were not meaningful, inquiry would be 
stopped short. We could not distinguish one plan of 
action from another, not to speak of carrying it out. 
In all inquiry not only are some things already mean¬ 
ingful but some other things become meaningful as a 
result of what we discover. 

Now how can things be meaningful or become mean¬ 
ingful, particularly if we believe that the primary sense 
of meaning qualifies human behavior? And the answer 
is that unless things become elements of the pattern of 
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inquiry-behavior, or have once been elements of pre¬ 
vious patterns, it is nonsense to say that they are mean¬ 
ingful. But in virtue of what relation or status within 
inquiry-behavior do things become meaningful? In vir¬ 
tue of their usability as means to achieve certain con¬ 
sequences, or in virtue of the fact that they express 
consequences the means to which must be discovered. 
The things already assumed to be meaningful in any 
present inquiry have proved to be instrumentally effi¬ 
cacious in previous inquiries. That is why they are 
used in present inquiry and not others. The things 
which establish themselves as meaningful do so only be¬ 
cause they are “means to” some consequence. Things 
derive meaning and take on added meaning only as a 
result of inquiry. These meanings are as “objective” 
as you please but they are acquired in and through in¬ 
quiry, i.e., insofar as they enter into some actual or 
possible means—consequence relation. Outside of dis¬ 
course or inquiry things have no meaning. But dis¬ 
course and inquiry never begin de novo . That is why in 
any given situation most things already have signifi¬ 
cance, but taken together they do not add up. 

There remains the sense of meaning or idea in which 
it is used synonymously with “abstract” idea or “gen¬ 
eral” conception. In the course of establishing the 
meaning of things, a stock of already-fixed meanings is 
used. These meanings, themselves “taken to be secure 
and warranted,” enter into plans of action to identify 
things and interpret results. Every common noun is 
such a standardized meaning. Sometimes they do not 
seem to have any reference to things, directly or indi¬ 
rectly, and generate problems about which we shall 
have something to say later. But they are indispensable 


The Nature of Ideas 63 

if inquiry is to proceed or ever reach a fruition. For 
Dewey, these conceptions have crystallized out of 
myriads of previous plans of action. Where they are 
unambiguous, they epitomize a definite set of habits 
that can be brought into play without further reflec¬ 
tion, until or unless their application strikes a snag. 
They are like ready-made tools which are used to 
fashion other tools that in turn achieve some specific 
purpose. Because they generalize and standardize the 
knowledge won in a whole class of previous cases, they 
furnish ready-made patterns for possible use in any 
fresh inquiry, thus introducing an enormous economy 
into thinking behavior. 

The three main instrumental functions of abstract 
meanings or conceptions in inquiry are listed by Dewey 
as (a) identifying something unknown by describing 
it in terms of some familiar character, kind, or quality; 
(b) supplementing knowledge by extending the scope of 
possible observation, i.e., if what is observed is identi¬ 
fied as having a character, then we can expect to make 
certain future observations in virtue of what that char¬ 
acter entails ; (c) ordering whatever knowledge we have 
by making the systematic nexus of things clear in the 
light of a system of meanings. 

Here is something which we have found clinging to 
the trunk of a tree. Is it a metal, or a plant, or an ani¬ 
mal? It is identified, say, as an animal. Whatever is 
known about animals is forthwith assumed to hold for 
the object identified. In this way our information is 
immediately supplemented by the possession of all the 
known qualities and characters that anything which 
is an animal must have. The meaning of animal is not 
isolated but is related to a whole system of meanings 
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whose study is the science of biology. The thing identi¬ 
fied as an animal is incorporated as a part of the whole 
kingdom of living things related to and differentiated 
from plants on the one hand and inanimate things on 
the other. 

Concluding this phase of the discussion, we may 
say that meaning or idea has three different but re¬ 
lated senses. Meaning is primarily a property of be¬ 
havior. Meaning is secondarily a property of things 
used, revised, or constructed in the course of that 
behavior. Meaning is thirdly a set of previously built-up 
habits automatically brought into play in carrying in¬ 
quiry to completion. 

Perhaps the most difficult point to grasp is Dewey’s 
doctrine that “abstract meanings,” the third sense of 
“idea,” express customary habits of action. Many phi¬ 
losophers believe that abstract ideas or concepts are 
derived differently. In the interest of clarity we will 
state and contrast with Dewey’s views two of the most 
influential theories of the origin of conceptions (uni¬ 
versal, essences). One view asserts that these “ideas” 
arise as a result of the comparison of various members 
of a class or kind in the course of which all points of 
difference are dropped until what remains is the com¬ 
mon quality or set of qualities shared by all. This last 
gives us the meaning or concept. Thus, by inspecting 
a collection of variously colored and sized horses and 
attending to the characters they have in common, we 
derive the “idea” (meaning, concept) of equinity or 
horsiness. 

A moment’s thought will show that this view is unten¬ 
able. For the comparison is here being made between 
various members of a class or kind which is assumed al- 
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ready to have meaning. We compare Sorrell and Dob¬ 
bin and Seabiscuit to get the core of meaning 
“equinity”; we do not compare any of them with the 
Empire State Building or the Kohinoor diamond. Why? 
Because we already know that Sorrell and Dobbin and 
Seabiscuit are horses. That is to say, we already have 
to know the meaning of equinity in order to round up 
the various animals to be compared with each other. 
This whole view of abstraction is therefore circular and 
question-begging on its face. For Dewey, a concept is 
developed by transferring the response originally made 
to an object of definite traits used for a certain pur¬ 
pose in a situation, to other objects which seem to 
function the same way in similar situations. We expect 
anything which reveals the “defining” trait in question 
to behave in the same way as the first object that has 
been named “horse,” and if it does not, we revise our 
initial meaning of horse, i.e., we look for some other 
“defining” trait which will enable us to handle new 
things in a way to get the same results as in the old. 
A child will at first call any large, four-legged animal 
a “horsie” until he fails to observe the familiar be¬ 
havior associated with this trait. 

Conceptions become general and fixed by “use and 
application,” not by cancelling out the properties of an 
aggregate of things until we reach some least common 
denominator. That which defines an object is not a 
particular trait which a certain given number of ob¬ 
jects must possess, but that which enables us to make 
the greatest number of reliable predictions about what 
consequences to expect when it is present or absent. 
When anything is assigned a meaning, some trait of 
the thing is regarded as a sign that some other traits 
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are expected. The meaning is an indication to act in a 
certain way. Only by a figure of speech is the meaning 
in the thing. What makes a piece of wood a pawn or 
king in a chess game is not any natural quality it pos¬ 
sesses but a rule as to how it can be moved. The natural 
quality is meaningful when it becomes a sign that the 
rule can be applied to it. Similarly, abstract meanings 
tell us what operations are to be performed on things 
(or symbols) in any given situation. They express com¬ 
mon habits of action and expectation. 

There is another theory of abstraction which grants 
with Dewey that, strictly speaking, meanings, ideas, 
and concepts are not in things. Things may suggest 
meanings but they do not contain them. It also grants 
with Dewey that meanings are not in the mind; they are 
not sensations, images, or emotions. What, then, are 
meanings ? The answer takes them out of the world alto¬ 
gether. Because they are neither physical nor psychi¬ 
cal, they are regarded as metaphysical, “self-subsistent 
essences,” which are beheld or discovered by the mind 
and are not generated in the process of human associa¬ 
tion. The difficulties in this view are legion, but they all 
flow from neglecting the function of meanings in in¬ 
quiry and discourse and failing to observe that the 
only way we can tell whether anyone is beholding an 
essence and what he is beholding, is by the differential 
consequences in action which result therefrom. There 
are many things which arise in the course of human ex¬ 
perience which are neither physical nor psychical and 
yet which we would not class as metaphysical, for ex¬ 
ample, a franchise, a government post, a declaration of 
love or hate. A meaning as an organizing plan of action 
is as objective as anything you please. It is not simply 
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physical or psychical although it has physical and 
psychical consequences. There is no need, therefore, to 
hypostatize meanings into superstatic and transempiri- 
cal entities. There is no observable quality possessed 
by meanings which renders their dislocation from the 
context of human inquiry necessary. 

To say that meanings are objective is another way of 
saying that they can be communicated. And communi¬ 
cation, whether it be by sounds, symbols, or gestures is 
a social activity. It is in the processes of social be¬ 
havior, then, that meanings are born. The connection 
between language, as the use of symbols, and meaning 
is intrinsic. Language does not carry or transmit ideas 
or meanings that have status antecedently and inde¬ 
pendently of it. Language is a mode of interaction and 
association between at least two people. “It presup¬ 
poses an organized group to which these creatures be¬ 
long, and from whom they have acquired their habits 
of speech.” Whatever is true of language, is true of 
meaning. If one is the condition for the presence of 
mind or intelligence, so is the other. Language is a 
means of establishing co-operation and congruent be¬ 
havior between men, of sharing experience by leading 
to activities that function together in modifying some 
aspect of their common world. Ideas and meanings are 
forged and stabilized in this process of adapting the 
behavior of human beings to each other and the world 
in which they live. The objectivity of meanings lies in 
their communicability. But communication is not a 
process in which anything physical or psychical is 
transmitted. What we call the leap of understanding 
in communication is an anticipation of what is to come, 
not a passive absorption of thing or thought. “To un- 
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derstand is to anticipate together, is to make a cross 
reference which, when acted upon, brings about a par¬ 
taking in a common, inclusive undertaking.” To realize 
that the social process is the matrix of all meanings is 
to abandon forever all theories which assign to mean¬ 
ings a supernatural status. 


There are several objections to Dewey’s theory of 
ideas which must be considered in order to fill out this 
exposition and give a proper emphasis to two central 
features. Some preliminary remarks are necessary to 
bring out the force of the objections. 

In ordinary speech, whenever we attribute a quality 
to an object, we are aware of the fact that it is only 
because the object has some relation to other objects 
(things, people, light, instruments, etc.) that the spe¬ 
cific quality in question is present. A hat has this 
particular shade of blue only in this light. Wax may 
be molded when it is brought near some source of heat. 
Shrimps are nourishing only to certain kinds of diges¬ 
tive systems. Qualities, then, are effects of an inter¬ 
action between two or more things whose “original” 
properties in turn depend upon other relationships and 
interactions. To experience things, according to Dewey, 
is to act on them (not create them) in some way. What 
is experienced is the result of an interaction in which 
the behavior of the body is an integral part. Things 
experienced are as much an outcome of interacting 
processes, but not in the same way, as things burned, 
broken, or beautified. That is to say, they are to some 
extent modified in the reciprocal influences that develop 
in the course of the interaction. These modifications are 
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as much a part of the nature of things as the “original 
properties,” which, as we have seen, are likewise de¬ 
pendent upon other types of interaction. Anything 
may be experienced, i.e., taken or acted upon, in differ¬ 
ent ways. A thing loved, a thing eaten, a thing known, 
involve different ways of proceeding in respect to it 
and different consequences of such proceeding. For 
Dewey, one type of experience is distinguished from the 
other only in terms of these objective procedures and 
consequences. But no matter how a thing is experi¬ 
enced, something happens to it as a result of the proc¬ 
esses of behavior into which it is introduced. When we 
speak of the powers it possesses “antecedent” to the 
experience, this is an inference based upon the qualities 
it reveals in experience. The “nature” of a thing is not 
locked up by, for, and in itself but, like anything that 
has a career in time, acquires new properties as a re¬ 
sult of the manifold ways in which the organism acts 
upon it. 

That things are modified in some respect when they 
become elements of an interacting whole is a common¬ 
place. It is illustrated in events as different as the birth 
of a pearl in an oyster and the emergence of a sausage 
from a machine. But that things are modified when 
they enter into a behavior pattern of knowledge-get¬ 
ting seems to be a monstrous paradox. For—so runs 
the objection—if knowing makes a difference to that 
which is known, how can we ever truly know what the 
thing is? Is not Dewey opening the door wide to ideal¬ 
ism, subjectivism, and all the other self-defeating isms 
which he himself has so effectively exposed? The func¬ 
tion of knowledge, it is objected, is to report what is 
the case, not to transform it. If thinking is a process 
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in which “the object of knowledge” is altered, then it 
can result only in error. If an idea of anything is a 
plan of action which changes that of which it is an idea, 
how can we ever form an adequate idea? 

The objection, however, turns upon an ambiguity in 
the phrase, “object of knowledge.” It owes its verbal 
plausibility to a shift between two distinct senses of the 
phrase and a misremembering of Dewey’s insistence that 
in any concrete situation ideas are candidates for 
knowledge. “Object of knowledge” may refer either to 
the situation or thing which provokes inquiry, which 
makes us ask: What is this ? or it may refer to the out¬ 
come or resultant effect of inquiry, i.e., to the answer 
to the question. For Dewey, the change takes place in 
the situation which provokes inquiry, in the things that 
are involved in the situation and which are modified by 
the behavior of hands, feet, instruments, or whatever 
else we relevantly use in acting out or testing our 
“ideas.” No change takes place in the outcome of in¬ 
quiry. The outcome of inquiry is the “object of knowl¬ 
edge.” The idea is the anticipation or prediction that 
the outcome of the inquiry will be one thing rather than 
another. It directs the inquiry; and, when it does so 
successfully, it is recognized as adequate, as having 
realized its original promise. 

Knowledge is achieved when we discover what is the 
case. But to discover what is the case something must 
be done, even if it is nothing more than a controlled 
looking or hearing from a new perspective. The doing 
does not change what we discover. That would be mad¬ 
ness. It changes or rearranges the situation which pro¬ 
voked the inquiry in order to determine what is the case. 
What is the case (or “object of knowledge”) is always 
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something to be discovered. If it were given, there 
would be no need to look for it. Inference results in 
knowledge when, on the basis of some actual or possible 
transformation of the situation which challenges 
thought, we can predict what will be the case. Our 
preliminary ideas of what is the case offer themselves 
to be tested. They are not mental photographs or car¬ 
bon copies of things. If they were, they would be useless 
to the precise degree that they were faithful, since they 
would reflect those very features in the original situa¬ 
tion that were puzzling. They are guiding principles 
which indicate how to act in the situation to make it 
less puzzling. 

The second objection asserts that Dewey’s behavior¬ 
istic theory of ideas (or knowing) is guilty of the same 
“reduction” of thought to speech, and of speech to 
laryngeal movements of the throat, as the behavioristic 
theory of J. B. Watson. It therefore shares all the 
difficulties of the latter. This is not so much an objec¬ 
tion as a misunderstanding, and some words are in 
order on the relation between Dewey and Watson. As 
one of the founders of the functional school of psy¬ 
chology out of which Watson developed, Dewey chal¬ 
lenged the view that “consciousness” is both a special 
kind of subject matter and an organ of immediate ap¬ 
prehension of its own contents. This is common to both. 
But Dewey’s concept of behavior, especially thinking 
behavior, is quite different from that of Watson’s. Al¬ 
though he does not reach conclusions that violate com¬ 
mon sense and common usage, his behaviorism is more 
thoroughgoing than that of Watson and his school. 

According to Watson, thought in the form of speech 
is a biological reaction to a stimulus. The stimulus is 
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something which is received by the senses. Speech recog¬ 
nizes or expresses what is received; it does nothing to 
the stimulus or the situation of which the stimulus is a 
part. As thought, speech behavior does not modify or 
direct the activity of inquiry, on Watson’s view. It is 
already complete when the verbal response occurs. The 
response is not a quest for the meaning of the stimu¬ 
lus. It repeats in language the meaning that the 
stimulus is supposed to have. In Dewey’s terms, Watson 
assumes that the stimulus is itself the object of knowl¬ 
edge rather than a challenge to discover through fur¬ 
ther activity what the object of knowledge is. For 
Watson, speech or thought “is a futile echoing” of 
what is already known when the stimulus is given. 

Dewey is emphatic in asserting that “the identifica¬ 
tion of knowing and thinking with speech is wholly in 
the right direction.” But not all speech is a mode of 
knowing or thinking, not to mention sighs, cries, and 
groans which are also laryngeal movements. The speech 
which is thought (ideas) evokes a behavior of the en¬ 
tire organism, certainly much more than the vocal or¬ 
gans and their adjoining parts, to a situation which 
is problematic, not known. By identifying stimulus 
with object of knowledge, and laryngeal reactions with 
thought, Watson shows that he is wedded to the belief 
in immediate knowledge. According to Dewey, he also 
shows that he misunderstands the nature of speech. 

Speech, to be sure, is a form of laryngeal movement. 
But as thought, it is not only that. It is originally a 
way of making a responsive adjustment to the activi¬ 
ties of some other person, and secondarily a direction 
to ourselves to co-ordinate our behavior with the 
anticipated behavior of someone else. It is primarily 
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social rather than biological. We can only soliloquize 
because we have already conversed. The upshot of 
meaningful speech is to achieve a coherent system of be¬ 
havior among different observers (auditors and speak¬ 
ers) in relation to a common problem or difficulty. We 
may consider such achievement as confirmation or 
knowledge of the same object. It is as legitimate to 
speak of consciousness, mind, awareness, as it is of 
breathing, digesting, running, provided we can indicate 
the differential acts and consequences of (symbolic) 
behavior by which we note their presence or absence. 


Chapter 
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TRUTH 


//>iIVEN a theory of ideas, it is not hard to predict 
v-Jwhat theory of truth will be drawn from it. For 
truth or falsity is a property of ideas. Failure to 
realize this results in confusion. As existences, things 
are neither true nor false; nor are mental states, what¬ 
ever they are. What we meaningfully say about them is 
true or false. The saying, for Dewey, is also a direc¬ 
tion for doing. It is the consequences of what is done, 
therefore, which determines whether the saying is true 
or false. 

How shall we go about testing theories of truth? The 
simplest way is to ask how specific truths come to be 
established in inquiry, and to note what guides us in 
accepting this statement purporting to be true rather 
than some other statement in this particular situation. 
There is much more agreement as to what are truths 
than about theories of truth. Indeed, Dewey insists that 
his theory is a theory of truths—truths of the common 
garden variety and not of anything that can be called 
The Truth. In what contexts are judgments accepted 
as true? What functional role do propositions play in 
inquiry which ends in truth or certified knowledge? The 
answers to these questions must be found in any ade¬ 
quate theory of truth. 

If an idea is a plan of action, it is clear that it arises 
to solve a recognized difficulty in whatever it is we are 
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doing. Ideas are plans of action because they suggest 
themselves as problem solvers, no matter what kind of 
problem is involved. Of two plans of action, that one is 
accepted as true, which is “better,” “more satisfac¬ 
tory,” or “more successful” for the problem in hand. 
Were we speaking of tools or instruments, no one would 
object to the words which we have put in quotation 
marks. But when we speak of ideas, there are many who 
find such words disgracefully inappropriate because 
they seem to connote something private or capricious. 
Now, as a matter of fact, when we say that this diag¬ 
nosis is “better” or “more successful” than that, no 
one would dream of suggesting that our statement is an 
expression of arbitrary preference because it is obvi¬ 
ous that a patient, a method of operation, and a set of 
observable traits serve as controls. It is in reference to 
them and not to our own wishes and hopes that we call 
the diagnosis “better” or “more successful.” However, 
when ideas are adjudged true because they are “better” 
or “more satisfactory,” all reference to the objective 
problem is suppressed by those who profess to see in 
Dewey’s use of these terms subjective intentions. 

For Dewey, any theory which leads to the conclusion 
that there are private truths thereby discloses its in¬ 
adequacy. For truths are what people look to in order 
to find guide and anchorage in the tumultuous seas of 
opinion. Problems are settled and stay settled only 
when common agreement has been secured by the use 
of a common method of inquiry. In order to make this 
point as emphatic as possible and to distinguish it from 
some other loosely formulated doctrines which are em¬ 
braced by the generic term “pragmatism,” Dewey has 
stressed the fact that “the success,” “the satisfactory 
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ness” of a plan of action is to be defined exclusively in 
terms of predicted consequences. In other words, an 
idea is true if, as a result of acting it out—an experi¬ 
ment—we are able to verify certain specifiable conse¬ 
quences of believing it. Note, not any old consequence 
which may give us personal satisfaction but conse¬ 
quences that are anticipated in virtue of the specific 
plan to be followed and which in certain situations may 
be far from pleasant. 

My throat is parched, and I look around for water 
to quench my thirst. I take a sip out of a glass and get 
a taste of bitter almonds. I suspect that the water may 
have been poisoned. If it is a poison, then, were I to 
administer it to some living things, certain things would 
result. I may be the only living thing around and, 
wisely or unwisely, decide to test the water out on my¬ 
self. The last thing in the world I may be able to say 
as a result is “Yes, the water is poisoned.” The conse¬ 
quences would be quite satisfactory in enabling me to 
solve the problem of whether the water is poisoned or 
not (provided I have no evidence that anything else in 
the environment or in the state of my organism ac¬ 
counts for the observed consequences of drinking the 
water) ; but, unless I were intent upon committing 
suicide, this would be the only thing satisfactory about 
the consequences. Yet it would be enough; every other 
reference would be irrelevant. 

This and only this theory of truths does Dewey call 
pragmatism. In more technical language: “All judg¬ 
ments of fact have reference to a determination of 
courses of action to be tried and to the discovery of 
means for their realization ... all propositions which 
state discoveries and ascertainments would be hypo- 


Truth 


77 


thetical, and their truth would coincide with their tested 
consequences effected by intelligent action. This theory 
may be called pragmatism.” What has this to do with 
subjectivism, impressionism, or wishful and willful be¬ 
lieving ? 

But, someone is sure to ask, is there not something 
in the nature of things, is there not some “objective 
reality,” to which an idea must “correspond” or with 
which it must “agree” before we can regard it as true? 
And if there is, must we not admit that certain “real 
things” authenticate truths which are absolutely valid 
antecedent to any inquiry? Must we not know what is 
“real” before we know what is true? And is there not 
a justified verbal usage which speaks directly of things 
as true, such as a true portrait, a true blade, a true 
sign ? 

Such modes of speech are harmless provided we rec¬ 
ognize that the terms “correspond” and “agree” have 
different meanings depending upon the type of things 
which are said to correspond or agree. For example, 
when we say that the size or the cut of the carpet “cor¬ 
responds” with the floor, we mean that we can lay the 
carpet so that its borders are physically super¬ 
posed to make a snug fit at every point where the floor 
meets the walls of the room. When we say that a 
theatergoer’s ticket “agrees” with the number of the 
seat he occupies, we mean that the numeral on a paste¬ 
board is the same as the numeral on the back or side 
of his seat. Now, if an idea is a plan of action, it obvi¬ 
ously becomes impossible to speak of correspondence 
or agreement in the above senses. But if an idea is as¬ 
sumed to be something else—a psychic substance, a 
neural spark, an image, or an intuited meaning—the 
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above notion of correspondence or agreement (and 
many others which we have no space to consider here) 
is every whit as inapplicable. Can an idea, presumably 
a psychic entity, ever be superimposed on a floor in the 
same way as a carpet? Can an idea ever agree with an 
object in the same way as two numerals agree? An 
idea of a number is not a numeral nor can it ever be 
inspected in the way pasteboards and seats are. Ideas 
“correspond” with things in a way in which no other 
things do. They do not duplicate or mirror things. In¬ 
deed, what would be the point of having them if they 
did? They correspond or agree with things only in the 
sense that they lead to something expected as a result 
of action. Their degree of correspondence is measured 
by their degree of reliability. 

To be sure we do sometimes speak of true or real 
Indians, diamonds, and maps, and of false or counter¬ 
feit bills, counts, and antiques. But whenever a thing is 
called true or real, it is the result of some judgment 
about it, some way of acting toward it, which has estab¬ 
lished itself as reliable or trustworthy; and whenever a 
thing is called false or counterfeit, it is because the 
judgments made about it and the behavior which re¬ 
sults from the judgment, lead to a fiasco, a frustration 
of logical expectations. If we knew the precise degree 
of reliability or unreliability that attaches to any state¬ 
ment that had meaning, we would know all that could 
be known about things. A “true” map—and ideas have 
often been compared to maps—is not one which de¬ 
pends upon a literal reproduction of the physical fea¬ 
tures and relations in the object mapped, for many 
different kinds of maps can be drawn from the same ter¬ 
rain. “Any map in any system is ‘true 5 (that is, valid) 
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if its operational use produces the consequences that 
are intended to be served by the map.” 

The truth or adequacy of an idea, then, depends upon 
whether the predictions made about the consequences of 
acting on it are verified. But it may be objected that the 
consequences of any judgment of fact are infinite 
whereas the consequences which are actually verified are 
finite, so that no judgment can claim to be true. The 
objection would be unanswerable if all the consequences 
of an idea had to be verified before it can be declared 
true. It would be an objection not only to the experi¬ 
mental theory of truth but to every other theory. Actu¬ 
ally, however, all the consequences of an idea do not 
have to be verified before we can call the idea “true.” If 
we take into account the problematic context in which 
the idea arises, then we can see that only those conse¬ 
quences are relevant which bear upon the resolution of 
the difficulty. 

We meet an individual and wonder whether he is as 
skillful in his art as he professes to be. We test our 
hypothesis about his capacity by observing the things 
he does. Whether one or two or a hundred observations 
are necessary to reach a conclusion depends upon the 
class of situations of which this particular situation is 
a member. What number of observations is sufficient as 
a test of the truth of an idea is a function of the prob¬ 
lem, and the history of human effort in dealing with 
similar problems. Here no theory of truth can decide 
but only the working habits and conventions of the 
scientific workers themselves. These may vary from field 
to field. Even in some one field different types of prob¬ 
lems are recognized which demand a different number and 
kinds of observations before the conditions for making 
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a judgment are satisfied. That is why many scientists 
themselves rarely speak of a theory or a hypothesis as 
“true” but as “more adequate,” “better,” or “more 
satisfactory” for settling the problem in hand. 

If the relation of ideas to problems is lost sight of, 
many puzzles about the nature of verification arise. 
The idea is tested by observed consequences; but, when 
these are isolated from their effect upon the initial 
problem, the question is sure to arise: Why are these 
observations decisive? Since we cannot assume that any 
statement about any observation is necessarily true, 
why do we not go on to test that statement? And if we 
do, we can still ask the same questions that we have 
raised about the previous statements, and so on. But 
once we recall that the observation is the result of 
something tried, something done, then it is not so much 
a question of the consistency between the verbal form 
of the observation statement and the verbal form of the 
idea but rather a question of the practical bearing of 
the observation on the elimination of the difficulties in 
the original problem. 

If truth or falsity is a property which an idea takes 
on as a result of its career in action, then it follows 
that there are no immediately true propositions. But 
does not such a conclusion do violence to the belief of 
some people that there are immediately true proposi¬ 
tions? It does. The problem, then, is to determine 
whether there are any immediately true propositions, 
and, if there are none, why it is that we sometimes speak 
as if there were. 

Propositions are sometimes regarded as immediately 
true because they are immediately used in a particular 
inquiry. A corpse is found at the base of a building. 


Truth 


81 


Is it an accident, suicide, or murder? In the course of 
even the simplest inquiry, many propositions are as¬ 
sumed to be true. They function as instruments of 
preparing data which serve to test hypotheses. There 
is no doubt that psychologically we have no hesitation 
in employing them in particular situations. Unless 
there were some things which we knew already, we could 
never get started on anything new. It is immediacy of 
use which accounts for the impression of immediacy of 
validity. Validity, however, is determined by fruits and 
consequences. Successful use bestows preferment and 
privilege but not in perpetuity. At any definite time, 
what was immediately taken to be true or adequate may 
fail to prove itself. It may have to be qualified. It may 
have to be abandoned. After a sufficient number of suc¬ 
cessful applications in use, a proposition may pass as 
empirically warranted. We may never even entertain 
doubts about it. But absolutely guaranteed it can¬ 
not be. Nor is it reasonable to demand absolute guaran¬ 
tees. 

The second class of ideas or propositions which seem 
to be immediately true are those taken to confirm a 
hypothesis. If the evidence leads us to believe that the 
man whose fingerprints are found on the cigarette 
lighter, so dexterously used as the lethal weapon, is the 
murderer, then, when we observe the prints of Mr. X, 
we can tell at a glance whether the first set is his. 
What is it that “we can tell at a glance” here? Cer¬ 
tainly not that Mr. X is the murderer. That depends 
upon all sorts of assumptions which are theoretically 
questionable, e.g., that no two people can have the same 
prints. But, it might be said, what we can tell at a 
glance, and tell infallibly, unless we are lying, is that 
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the prints of Mr. X have such and such a character. I 
may make a mistaken inference about the significance 
or ownership of these prints before me, but I cannot 
possibly be mistaken about what I see. Do we not in 
fact have direct, immediate, and infallible knowledge of 
all sense data without resorting to any other past or 
future experience? Have we not here something more 
than what is empirically warranted? Something abso¬ 
lutely guaranteed? 

On Dewey’s theory of truth the answer is no. State¬ 
ments which describe what we observe may be vague, 
incomplete, even erroneous. Psychologically, the see¬ 
ing of something, and the describing in words of what 
is seen, are two different acts. Not everyone is able to 
“tell what he sees” about what lies in his direct field of 
vision. The trained observer makes fewer errors, not 
only in mediate interpretation but in “immediate” re¬ 
port. And a report of what is seen is not as immediate 
as we think. An element of memory enters into the 
description of what we have seen, and memory may be 
vague, confused, and mistaken. 

More important is the realization that a statement 
about an observation acquires significance in any in¬ 
quiry only insofar as it asserts something which other 
people can verify, too. Suppose, for the sake of the 
argument, it were true that I could not possibly be 
mistaken about what 1 observe. My neighbors and sci¬ 
entific coworkers cannot observe what I observe if the 
latter is a unique, private occurrence, which on this 
theory it must be. Nor can I observe what they are 
observing if observation is immediate and infallible. 
But we can observe each other’s physical and verbal 
behavior. The observation statement is a form of be- 
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havior which acquires significance in inquiry only inso¬ 
far as it is congruent with the behavior patterns of 
other observers. Nor is it a matter of the coherence of 
statements with each other when they are isolated from 
the specific practice with which such statements are 
customarily associated. Two people may say: “The 
room is warm”; but if, under certain conditions, as a 
result of their statement, they do diametrically oppo¬ 
site things, we are justified in inferring that they have 
made different reports of what is the case. Two people 
may utter statements that are formally contradictory, 
but if they proceed to act in the same way in relation 
to the difficulty which gave rise to an inquiry, they are 
taken to have made the same report. It is always pos¬ 
sible in principle to tell whether behavior is congruent 
and to test both the coherence and validity of observa¬ 
tion statements in terms of such congruence. It is 
impossible in principle to compare what is directly ex¬ 
perienced by different individuals if it is assumed that 
they cannot be mistaken when they honestly report 
what they have experienced. It is impossible in prin¬ 
ciple for any observer to communicate the difference 
between the two observations “I see red” and “I see 
green,” without relating these statements to specifically 
different consequences which flow from their assertion. 

If the truth of an idea is determined by the future 
consequences of acting upon it, how shall we account 
for true ideas about the past? For the past is some¬ 
thing which seems to be over and done with. “Corn¬ 
wallis surrendered to Washington at Yorktown.” If we 
grant that this proposition is true, the reference seems 
to be to an event not now present, to a unique and 
therefore unrepeatable occurrence more than a hundred 
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years ago. The truth of the proposition does not seem 
to depend upon anything observable in the present or 
future but solely upon whether the event referred to 
actually took place in the past. But, once we make a 
few necessary distinctions, it will be clear that this is 
not the case, and that the truth of propositions about 
the past are exactly of the same logical form as propo¬ 
sitions about anything else. 

To begin with, let us suppose that we are talking 
about something which occurred in the past but which 
has no existential or historical connection with any¬ 
thing observable in the present or future, say like the 
adventures of the first group of men who crossed the 
Atlantic. (Assuming that Columbus and his group were 
not the first.) Could any statement about them be any¬ 
thing more than a part of a legend or some fictional 
invention designed for an artistic purpose? Indeed, if 
there were no connection with anything that followed, 
why should we say that these were the first to cross? 
Or that their adventures took one form rather than 
another? Let us now look at the statement made about 
Cornwallis. In what way does it differ from legends 
about the first seafarers? Obviously in this: that cer¬ 
tain evidence is at hand which enables us to verify it. 
But to say that this evidence is at hand is to say that 
certain continuities can be established—both of rec¬ 
ords and events—from the surrender of Cornwallis 
down to the present. This continuity is found in the 
varied series of consequences which followed the sur¬ 
render. When it is asserted that “Cornwallis sur¬ 
rendered,” what is meant is that if something is done to 
test the assertion the series of consequences of Corn¬ 
wallis’ surrender will be found to run into the future, 
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and that only insofar as these future consequences can 
be confirmed are we justified in maintaining that the 
original proposition is true. 

Note this does not mean that there are no such 
things as past events; or that yesterday’s occurrence 
would not have taken place unless today’s occurrence 
had materialized; or that knowledge about the past is 
impossible. What we are trying to determine is pre¬ 
cisely what it means to have knowledge about the past. 
There may very well have been seafarers across the 
Atlantic who disappeared without leaving a trace. The 
occurrence of an event does not necessarily lead to our 
having knowledge about it. To have knowledge about 
the occurrence means that some of its effects are now 
observable, and that the test of the truth of a propo¬ 
sition about the past is the character of its present or 
future effects. The past becomes an object of knowledge 
only when we can tell of what present or future it is 
the past. Otherwise how distinguish between two past 
events, how determine whether or not an event ever was 
a past event, how in any specific case differentiate be¬ 
tween an actual event and a fairy tale? 

If we verify a judgment about a past event by its 
effects or consequences in the present and future, and 
if we verify a judgment about a present event in the 
same way, what is the difference between past and pres¬ 
ent events? The difference would lie in the fact that 
past and present events have different kinds of present 
and future effects. 

The flavor of paradox disappears if we bear in mind 
that, for Dewey, memory judgments and judgments 
about the historical past are logically of the same form. 
Suppose someone says that he remembers an occur- 
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rence during his first day in school. How would he 
verify the accuracy of his memory so that he can tell 
whether he has knowledge or is merely romancing? We 
know that memories err, particularly on details. Would 
it not be essential, in order to test the accuracy of the 
memory, to look for some present confirmation in rec¬ 
ords, in objective effects, of what is alleged to have 
happened, and in other people’s present reports of 
their memories? It might be objected that these are 
merely the means by which the memory of the past event 
is confirmed. But the point is precisely this, that the 
means are parts of the continuous and continuing series 
of effects which make up the history of the event; that 
they are as genuine parts of its “nature” as anything 
else; and that an experiment to determine what effects 
of the past event are yet to be realized in the present or 
future is necessary before we can acquire genuine 
knowledge of that aspect of the past. 

Before we bring this chapter to a close, something 
should be said about the wider bearings of Dewey’s 
theory of truth. Its primary purpose is to show that 
the methods by which truth is won in the sciences are 
more important than any single result. The understand¬ 
ing of how “truths“ come to be accepted inspires us 
with the confidence that they are better than opinions 
and with the humility that they are something less than 
absolute. The genuine issues are not whether ideas work 
because they are true or are true because they work— 
two statements which have no pragmatic difference— 
but whether truths subsist in a world of their own, cut 
off from time and experience; whether they are private, 
inaccessible in principle to confirmation by others; 
whether there are any truths whose validity depends 
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upon a psychologically immediate grasp of their mean¬ 
ing ; whether there are race, class, or religious truths; 
whether any method—be it of authority, intuition, or 
metaphysics—can yield conclusions equally as reliable 
as those of scientific method. To all of these questions 
Dewey replies negatively. The denial is not dogmatic 
but follows from a positive account of how truths ac¬ 
tually make their way in the world of human behavior. 
Examine the context in which the scientists accept cer¬ 
tain judgments as warranted and reject others as 
unwarranted, and the experimental theory of truth, in 
its positive claims as well as its negative corollaries, 
becomes itself subject to check. 


In all of the foregoing, we have been talking about 
the prediction of consequences that flow from ideas en¬ 
tertained. But to predict the consequences of an idea or 
of a set of ideas is to make an inference. Unless we 
make valid inferences, the consequences, whether con¬ 
firmed or not, have no bearing upon the hypothesis or 
idea to be tested. They are not genuine consequences. 
The question now is: When are inferences valid? By 
what principles do we determine the consequences to 
expect from a given hypothesis? Are these principles 
“true”? The answer to these questions leads us directly 
to Dewey’s theory of logic. 


Chapter 


W 

LOGIC AND ACTION 


lf| ||0 those who know him by his less technical writ- 
u ings, John Dewey appears as a great moralist 
and educator. But his basic doctrines and most funda¬ 
mental contributions have been in the field of logic. 
Logic has been his primary intellectual interest for 
more than forty years. It is safe to predict that his 
place in the history of science—broadly conceived— 
will depend upon the influence his conception of logic 
as the theory of inquiry will exercise upon subsequent 
generations. Dewey was led to his logical investigations 
as a result of his attempt to provide a scientific foun¬ 
dation for moral judgments. His specific logical theory, 
however, may be evaluated independently of his spe¬ 
cific ethical insights. 

Of all Dewey’s contributions, his logical works are 
the hardest to understand, even for the professional 
logician. Not so much because of intrinsic difficulties as 
because they run counter to accepted views from the 
time of Aristotle to the present. Few are aware of the 
extent to which common speech is shot through with 
the classical conceptions of logic—precisely those con¬ 
ceptions which Dewey’s theory challenges. When his 
theory is therefore tested, not in the context of logical 
operations when we think or behave logically, but in 
the context of some traditional modes of speech, be¬ 
wilderment is likely to result. One of the most typical 
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expressions of bewilderment is the statement that 
Dewey’s logical analysis is concerned with everything 
but logic. 

There is a clue to Dewey’s logical theory which seems 
to me to illumine his entire doctrine. It facilitates the 
understanding of his objective, procedure, and results. 
The clue is found in an observation or grounded assump¬ 
tion which in practice all of us make—philosophers 
and nonphilosophers alike. It is the commonplace 
recognition that logical thinking makes a difference. 
At the very least it makes a difference to what we 
do and therefore to the state of affairs of which our 
doing is a part. We are enjoined to think logically 
wherever thinking is in order. Copybooks and advanced 
treatises take the maxim with equal seriousness. All 
enterprise, whether it be in a machine shop, a chess 
game, or on a field of battle, demands it. That logical 
thinking counts is one of those first-order truths that 
we act upon long before we ever formulate it. No one 
would dream of gainsaying it save in a spirit of para¬ 
dox. It is one of the chief justifications offered for edu¬ 
cation. Even statesmen, who would not survive were 
the habit of logical thinking widespread, must think 
logically about some things in order to prevent others 
from doing so. 

Strange as it may seem, there has hardly been any 
theory of logic propounded which does justice to this 
simple and universally acknowledged fact that logical 
thinking makes a difference in the world. Indeed, many 
logical theories have consequences which call this fact 
into question or make it a mystery that situations could 
in any way be objectively different as a result of our 
thinking logically or illogically. And no logical theory 
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except Dewey’s—has ever offered a remotely plausible 
account of the very fact so often cited as a reason for 
the cultivation of logical thought. If we can keep firmly 
in mind that Dewey is interested in developing a theory 
that will adequately account for the role which logical 
thought (action) plays in the world, we will have both 
a guide to his special doctrines as well as a measure 
of his achievement. 


Logic is often defined with an eye on the special sub¬ 
ject matter considered in textbooks as the study of 
what follows from what, or, more accurately, as the 
study of the conclusions that may be legitimately in¬ 
ferred from given premises. To the question, what legiti¬ 
mates the inference? the answer is “rules.” What 
legitimates the rules? It is at this point that founda¬ 
tional problems of logic begin. We will briefly consider 
some of the traditional answers given before presenting 
Dewey’s view. 

a) One answer is that logical rules or principles are 
the formal expression of the ontological or metaphysi¬ 
cal structure of “being,” where “being” includes every¬ 
thing that is actual and possible. Logical principles 
state universal and necessary truths about things which 
are essentially different from the truths established by 
science. For the latter can only give us probable knowl¬ 
edge. The validity of logical inference is on this view 
made dependent upon a metaphysical premise which, far 
from being self-justifying, is itself highly questionable. 
It is hard to give a specific meaning to “the structure 
of all possible being.” How do we know that there is 
only one structure? Who has ever canvassed all pos- 
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sible being? Only a finite number of possibilities are 
ever apprehended. How can we be so certain of all 
possibilities? Usually, the phrase “all possible being” 
already defines what is to be admitted as a possibility, 
so that the position turns out to be purely tautological. 

b) Another answer is that logical principles are 
known by the immediate intuition of the mind. These 
intuitions are infallible because they have a compulsion 
which is every whit as strong as the compulsions of 
our senses. Without them no chain of reasoning can 
support an argument. A variant view of the same gen¬ 
eric type of theory asserts that logical principles are 
the result of the mind’s reflection upon the way in 
which it necessarily works in ordering its experiences. 
Logical principles are the forms of our understanding. 
They express the structure of mind and the structure 
of things as known, but not the structure of existence 
or being. Fatal difficulties attend this conception of 
logic. These logical intuitions can no more be guaran¬ 
teed than any other intuitions, no matter how immedi¬ 
ate. Despite the compulsion which they exercise upon 
human minds, it does not prevent people from enter¬ 
taining beliefs that are in flat contradiction with each 
other. As for those who believe that logical principles 
are forms of the mind, their difficulty is compounded by 
a mystery. The mystery arises when we try to identify 
the kind of mind whose forms of activity constitute 
logical principles. It is not the kind of mind recognized 
in psychology, sociology, or any other study save that 
of theology. But no matter what kind of a mind it is, 
if logical principles are forms of its activity, how do 
we know that the mind will not change, and with it the 
allegedly universal and necessary canons of logic? 
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c) A third view is more poetic and, if taken literally, 
magical. According to it, the rules of logic are con¬ 
structions of a developing Self or Mind in which all 
human beings participate. These rules regulate the 
creative activity of a great Self. Since whatever exists 
is the result of such creation, all existence is logical. 
The order and connection of things is the same as the 
order and connection of the phases of the Self. In 
Fichte the Self constructs rules to realize ethical de¬ 
mands, in Schelling to complete aesthetic whole, in 
Hegel to embrace everything known or even imagined 
into a supersystem in which every truth entails every 
other. It is sufficient to observe of this view that it dis¬ 
countenances all the methods by which science acquires 
piecemeal knowledge of the world without providing us 
with any more reliable methods of acquiring new knowl¬ 
edge. The Self or Mind of which it speaks is a super¬ 
natural entity. Judging by the work it must do, it has 
usurped the role of God. 

d) A fourth view asserts that rules of logic are gen¬ 
eralizations from experience. They are no more binding 
in principle than any other generalization of physics, 
e.g., that an iron rod will expand when heated. The 
more often they are confirmed, the more probable they 
become without ever becoming certain. Logical rela¬ 
tions are a mere transcription of what is inherent in 
nature and, like everything natural, mutable. This is 
the conception which led John Stuart Mill to say that 
two plus two equals five might some day be discovered 
to be true. The great difficulty in this view is to account 
for propositions which at the outset of its investiga¬ 
tion it recognizes as distinctively logical. These propo¬ 
sitions are of a form such that their contradictories 
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make no sense in the language in which they are ex¬ 
pressed. But all other propositions of physics can be 
significantly denied, i.e., the denial gives us statements 
that may be true or false. 

These are some typical conceptions of the nature of 
logic and the source of its validity. It will be noted that 
all of them have the following two traits in common: 
(a) they regard logic as a discipline which considers 
relationships that hold independently of man, and ante¬ 
cedently to human inquiry; (b) none of them can make 
plausible why logical thinking should make a difference 
of a specific kind to objective situations in which it is 
employed. 

Dewey’s view is that logical forms do not exist in 
rerum natura, nor in consciousness, nor in Self, nor in 
a Platonic heaven. They arise in the course of inquiry 
and are used as instruments to further inquiry. Any 
given subject matter acquires logical properties when 
it is subjected to controlled inquiry. That things and 
situations can acquire new properties as a result of 
entering into relationship with other things and activi¬ 
ties, is familiar enough. But that these new properties 
should be logical is a hypothesis never before advanced 
in developed form in the history of thought. The view 
that most closely approximates that of Dewey’s is the 
doctrine that the locus of logical relations is discourse , 
that logical propositions are forms of discourse, and 
that the principles of logic are rules which guide us in 
deriving one set of statements from another. For 
Dewey, however, significant discoursing is a way of act¬ 
ing or behaving. When discourse is itself interpreted 
operationally, it becomes inquiry—an inquiry that in¬ 
volves a manipulation of symbols and ultimately of 
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things. That is why logical discourse makes a differ¬ 
ence to behavior and the segment of the world affected 
by behavior. 

But, if logical forms accrue to a subject matter as a 
result of inquiry, how can they have the binding char¬ 
acter, the compulsion and necessity which Dewey, to¬ 
gether with all who recognize the autonomy of logic, 
grants they possess? The answer may be more readily 
grasped if we consider an analogy from another field. 
The relations and transactions of human beings with 
each other is the subject matter of law. Legal prin¬ 
ciples, however, do not describe nor summarize how 
human beings in fact do behave. They are rules which 
regulate, control, permit, or disallow certain aspects of 
behavior. Behavior becomes legal or illegal wherever it 
is subject to the activities that define lawmaking and 
enforcing just as situations become logical or illogical 
wherever they are controlled by the activities that de¬ 
fine inquiry. Logical norms are no more drawn from 
the blue than are legal norms decrees of God. They 
represent certain demands upon existing inquiries to 
which they must conform if they are to achieve the 
highly warranted results that have been won in some 
previous inquiry in which these norms were exhibited. 

What is inquiry? It is the controlled transformation 
by the use of symbols (propositions, terms, and rela¬ 
tions) of a problematic situation into one in which the 
relevant elements are so ordered with respect to each 
other that the initial difficulty is resolved. This defini¬ 
tion of inquiry, as well as its general pattern, holds 
both for common sense and scientific inquiries. These 
are distinguished from each other in virtue of the dis¬ 
tinctive kinds of problems generated by different sub- 
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ject matters and objectives not by any logical 
difference in the pattern of inquiry or canons of valid¬ 
ity. Common-sense inquiry aims directly at the estab¬ 
lishment of “objects of use and enjoyment.” Scientific 
inquiry is interested in the establishment of sets of 
abstract relations, systematically related in respect to 
each other. Although not directly instrumental to the 
achievement of any specific object of use and enjoy¬ 
ment, it is potentially capable of bringing into ex¬ 
istence entire classes of such objects. 

What is the pattern of inquiry which enables us to 
mark it off from mere groping, guessing, or shooting in 
the dark? 

(i) Every inquiry begins within a specific situation 
which is objectively indeterminate, distinguishable from 
other situations by some pervasive quality which con¬ 
fers individuality upon it and focuses our interest in 
one direction rather than another. 

(ii) The inquiry proceeds to the discovery of what 
constitutes the problem—the location of the trouble. 
This is not always an easy task. Progress toward rec¬ 
ognizing the problem is made by noting whether or not 
distinctions and relationships discovered to have held 
in previous inquiries of similar situations which have 
terminated successfully, are present in this situation. 

(iii) Relevant ideas are entertained as possible ways 
of solving the problem. These ideas, embodied in sym¬ 
bols, “are anticipated consequences (forecasts) of what 
will happen when certain operations are executed under 
and with respect to observed conditions.” This does not 
mean that first “the facts in the case” are established, 
and then a suggestion crops up which matures into a 
hypothesis that will explain them. For ideas and hy- 
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potheses direct observation. The facts in the case are 
just as often established as a result of the hypotheses 
entertained as are hypotheses suggested by the observed 
facts. “Observation of facts and suggested meanings or 
ideas arise and develop with each other.” They check 
and countercheck on each other in order to determine 
what the problem is, what the facts really are, what 
would constitute in this specific situation a relevant 
solution. 

(iv) The meaning of the entertained hypothesis, for¬ 
mulated in a proposition, is by a symbolic operation 
translated into a set of equivalent propositions. This is 
what Dewey calls “reasoning.” It tracks down the inter¬ 
relationships between ideas until an idea is reached 
which has a more direct bearing upon the problem than 
the original idea, in that acting upon it we get evidence 
one way or the other for the possible solution. Through 
reasoning, “an hypothesis, once suggested and enter¬ 
tained, is developed in relation to other conceptual 
structures until it receives a form in which it can in¬ 
stigate and direct an experiment that will disclose pre¬ 
cisely those conditions which have the maximum possible 
force in determining whether the hypothesis should be 
accepted or rejected.” 

(v) The performance of the experiment is the next 
phase of inquiry. It is an experiment and not a series 
of blind motions because the preliminary work of order¬ 
ing data and meanings in respect to each other has 
already been done. To say that something is an experi¬ 
ment means, then, that we have achieved some knowledge 
of relevant features of the problem under investigation 
and that we can indicate in advance what future ob¬ 
servations to expect if our hypothesis is valid. An ex- 
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periment always involves a modification or reordering, 
of a literally physical kind, of the elements of the 
problematic situation. The specific modifications, of 
course, will depend upon the situation. We may put a 
substance into a flame in order to discover its spectrum 
line. We cannot put a star into a flame but we can set 
up our instruments and make the required readings. 
Setting up the instruments and even putting our bodies, 
which are also instruments of observation, into a cer¬ 
tain position, is a physical action which objectively 
alters the conditions from which we started. 

(vi) The inquiry comes to a close when the difficul¬ 
ties out of which the problem has arisen are settled. 
What constitutes the settlement of a problem, i.e., the 
exact degree of confirmation which a hypothesis must 
receive to be validated, varies from field to field. But in 
every case the original situation is transformed into one 
which is more unified, in which discontinuities, stops, 
and blockages to action have been removed or eased. 

This theory of inquiry explains how and why logical 
thinking makes a difference to things. For the transi¬ 
tion from doubt to warranted belief “is achieved by 
means of operations of two kinds which are in func¬ 
tional correspondence with each other.” The first is 
made up of operations involved in observation of what 
exists in this particular case under inquiry; the second 
is the possible and, when acted upon, the actual, opera¬ 
tions upon things which define the meaning of any pro¬ 
posed solution to the problem. As a result of these 
operations, what is inquired into changes in time. 

What puzzles many is not the truth of this account 
of inquiry but its relevance to logical theory. Logic, 
they say, is the theory of proof, not the theory of 


98 


John Dewey 

inquiry. The latter must be controlled by the former 
before it can claim validity. At best, Dewey has de¬ 
scribed the pattern of scientific inquiry and thrown 
light upon some of the methods by which new knowledge 
is won. But this already presupposes the possession of 
norms of valid implication and inference which cannot 
be derived from existing inquiries, past, present, or 
future. 

This states rather neatly a challenge which Dewey is 
prepared to meet by arguing that the theory of proof 
is part of the theory of inquiry, that forms of implica¬ 
tion and inference acquire validity by functioning as 
“leading principles” of inquiry, and that the separation 
of the theory of logic as proof from scientific inquiry 
(sometimes called applied logic) not only is inadequate 
but leads to obvious inconsistencies. 

To prove a proposition is literally to test it, and a 
proved proposition is a tested one. The testing of state¬ 
ments is just as much a part of the process of inquiry 
as the testing of a thermometer is part of the process 
of its manufacture. In all testing, certain standards are 
directly employed. The end product must meet the con¬ 
ditions set by the standard before it is approved. But 
the standards themselves, from whence are they derived 
and what is the source of their authority? Dewey’s an¬ 
swer is that they are selectively derived from the con¬ 
tinuum of inquiries; and that they function regulatively 
whenever they are explicitly set up as a guide to sub¬ 
sequent inquiry. Why are certain standards set up 
rather than others to regulate and to test ongoing in¬ 
quiries? The answer leads us to the doctrine of “leading 
principles,” originally found in Peirce and developed 
by Dewey. 
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Human beings make inferences as naturally, even if 
not so frequently, as they eat, drink, and make merry. 
These inferences fall into various classes which may be 
distinguished from each other by the kind of habit of 
reasoning which each class of inferences illustrates. 
Usually we are not aware of the habit which leads us to 
infer certain conclusions from certain premises, given 
or taken. When we make this habit explicit by stating 
it in verbal form, it becomes a rule of inference or a 
leading principle of the class of inferences in question. 
We observe that these classes of inference differ among 
themselves. Where premises from which we start are 
true, different habits of inference lead us to conclusions 
which are always true, or mostly true, or mostly false, 
or always false. When these habits operate in inquiries, 
we notice that they give varying kinds of results. The 
first two classes of inference “yield conclusions that are 
stable and productive in further inquiries”; the second 
two do not. Reflection upon this leads us to establish 
in explicit linguistic form the leading principles of the 
first two classes of inference as canons or rules of valid 
inference by which all types of inference are controlled 
and judged. They function as “conditions to be satis¬ 
fied such that knowledge of them provides a principle 
of direction and of testing.” Once established, they 
have a normative and necessary character. They are 
binding in a way which is analagous to the binding 
character of a legal rule finally established to adjudi¬ 
cate a certain class of cases. They are binding, even if 
certain inferences which are illogical lead to a true 
conclusion, just as legal rules are binding, even though 
certain acts which are illegal lead to a just conclusion, 
i.e., adjudication satisfactory to all parties concerned. 
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Logical results, then, owe their necessity to the fact 
that we establish them as methodologically a priori . 
But we establish them because of the evidence that these 
rules and the habits of inference of which they are the 
explicit formulation enable us to solve more problems 
than any others. They are necessary but are not abso¬ 
lute because other rules may be formulated for other 
habits of inference, and there is no guarantee that the 
methodological a priori which we have established as a 
condition that valid inferences must meet, will continue 
to give us sound and fruitful inquiries. We may speak 
of rules of inference as “true,” but they are not true in 
the way any premise or conclusion of an argument is 
“true”; they are true in the way in which a certain 
method of purifying steel is better adapted than an¬ 
other method to give us material out of which to make 
a flexible blade. We may call these rules “conventional” 
if we are prepared to call “conventional” the existence 
of inquiry, and indeed of every phase of human culture 
which sets up certain standards that activities must 
live up to before they are regarded as valid. 

No metaphysical assumption about the nature of 
“reality” is required to account for the “necessity” of 
logical leading principles. Different deductive systems 
based upon different rules of inference, each carrying 
within it its own type of necessity may be elaborated 
even before a specific occasion in inquiry arises in 
which they can function, just as an instrument maker 
may devise tools for use in possible situations even be¬ 
fore the need for their use becomes urgent. The study 
and preparation of various types of possible systems 
of logical relationships is the special task of symbolic 
logic and logical syntax. 
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The chief alternative to Dewey’s naturalistic theory 
of logical principles, or to a similar theory, is to hold 
that some rules of inference and implication are self- 
evidently valid, basic to all inquiry because independent 
of any inquiry, and constituting a realm of pure time¬ 
less forms in no way affected by the nature of things 
or human activities. The alternative is literally a super¬ 
natural theory. Yet it cannot escape admitting that 
logical principles or forms are applied to existential 
material and that they are integral to the procedures 
of scientific method which result in grounded conclu¬ 
sions about temporal things. If logic is in its first in¬ 
tention pure, i.e., valid independently of all or any 
subject matter, how can it ever be applied? How can 
those who hold the supernatural theory of logic con¬ 
sistently speak of “applied logic” without admitting 
that the subject matter to which logic is applied ac¬ 
quires logical form? Subject matter acquires logical 
form; it does not have it prior to inquiry, but only as 
a result of the way in which it is organized by opera¬ 
tions that define inquiry. To contrast “logic and scien¬ 
tific method” is illegitimate and confusing. “For 
scientific method both constitutes and discloses the na¬ 
ture of logical forms.” 

In fact Dewey’s logical theory is the most ambitious 
attempt ever made to formulate the rationale of modern 
scientific method. Traditional logical theory is very 
largely derived from the Aristotelian philosophy of 
science which, although adequate enough to the Greek 
conception of knowledge and nature, is fundamentally 
incompatible with the assumptions and procedures of 
modern science. The Greek theory of nature lost its 
hold upon the Western world with the rise of experi- 
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mental science, but the classical theory of logic, which 
was an integral part of the theory of nature, was re¬ 
tained with minor modification. The attempt to force 
the logical forms of modern inquiry into the explana¬ 
tory categories of classical thought is the chief source, 
according to Dewey, of theoretical confusion in many 
contemporary accounts of the logic of science. 

What are the central differences between the Greek 
and modern conceptions of nature which should reflect 
themselves in the Greek and modern conceptions of 
knowledge and inquiry? Only the briefest indication 
can be given here. First of all, on the Aristotelian 
theory natural species or kinds were regarded as de¬ 
finable by “essential qualities” that were inherent and 
necessary. Only these qualities could be truly known by 
an immediate rational insight. All quantitative varia¬ 
tions were considered “accidents,” having no necessary 
connection with the metaphysically real essences which 
constituted the substance of things and which were 
accessible only to the inferior knowledge of the senses. 
In modern science, quantitative determination and 
variation are central. Things have no essential quali¬ 
ties. Whatever qualities are taken to define scientific 
objects are “correlations of functional correspondence 
of changes.” Measurements and measuring, therefore, 
which, according to the Greeks, fell outside the ra¬ 
tional order of things, play a tremendous role in mod¬ 
ern scientific inquiry. Measurement as a directed form 
of physical behavior becomes part of the process by 
which we acquire knowledge of things. Secondly, Greek 
science was not only qualitative but teleological, i.e., it 
held that “knowable change tends toward a limiting 
fixed end.” The fixed end was its proper end. The order 


103 


Logic and Action 

of nature was therefore not only rational but moral. 
In modern science the ends of development are but 
closes or completions of one series and beginnings of 
another. Thirdly, in the Aristotelian theory of science 
every genuine scientific object was self-contained, es¬ 
sentially independent of external or environing things, 
realizing its form in a virtue of a self-acting, recurrent, 
qualitative force. Relations are as accidental as quan¬ 
tity. In modern science, all propositions are relational. 
So are the meanings of the terms related in proposi¬ 
tions. “Taking both measurement and relations into 
account, it is not too much to say that what Greek 
science and logic rejected are now the head cornerstone 
of science.” 

An acceptable theory of logic cannot content itself 
with minor reforms of the classical tradition, which 
was grounded in the science of antiquity. It must base 
itself upon the outstanding features of modern experi¬ 
mental science whose methods have given us our most 
warranted conclusions. More specifically, it must recog¬ 
nize, according to Dewey, the role of material instru¬ 
ments, techniques, and operations (improvements 
within which have carried even theoretical science to 
new levels) as constitutive parts of the pattern of in¬ 
quiry. It must recognize that both the data and prob¬ 
lems of modern science have been a function of the use 
of instruments in scientific inquiry. It must recognize 
that the development of modern mathematics and other 
conceptual tools of analysis was partly the result of 
the challenge presented by new scientific data and prob¬ 
lems, and that, in the light of the history of scientific 
inquiry, it becomes the sheerest dogmatism to set up 
some basic scheme of mathematical or logical relations 
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to which the world, or, more accurately, the intellectual 
behavior of the scientist, must conform. A genuinely 
empirical theory of logic must be a theory of the ac¬ 
tion scientists engage in, an action on things and on 
symbols, in acquiring reliable and grounded knowledge 
of the world in which we live. 

All effective thinking is thinking to a purpose. It 
seeks to resolve the difficulties in a specific situation by 
the use of propositions which direct the course of in¬ 
quiry. These propositions Dewey considers as means to 
an end—the accomplishment that marks the close of 
the problem. The means do not always lie at hand; they 
must be sought for. And when they do lie at hand, as a 
result of having been placed there in previous inquiry, 
they must be tested or examined for their relevance and 
efficacy in a particular inquiry. It is this emphasis upon 
the means-end or -consequence relation in inquiry which 
leads Dewey to stress the functional interrelatedness 
as well as distinctiveness of observational activity and 
conceptual elaboration. 

We can think logically or rationally about anything. 
Always, when we do so, we are able to discern that some 
connection has been discovered or established between 
means and the intended effects (or ends) which have 
been realized as a consequence of their use. “Rational¬ 
ity as an abstract conception is precisely the general¬ 
ized idea of the means-consequence relation as such.” 
Means may be used without relation to the end in view; 
and an end may be “thought about” without concern 
about the means necessary to its achievement. In the 
latter case, we have daydreaming; in the former, magic. 
“The principle of magic is found whenever it is hoped 
to get results without intelligent control of means.” In- 
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telligent control of means demands the organization of 
materials and the institution of observations in the 
light of some anticipated way of acting on them; the 
anticipations of acting one way or another are con¬ 
trolled both by their internal consistency and their 
ability ultimately to put the materials in shape in such 
a way that the original difficulty is eliminated. The 
propositions which describe what the facts in the case 
are at any time and enable us to locate the problem 
are material means; the propositions which direct us to 
certain operations on the material of observation, lead¬ 
ing to consequences which constitute a resolved situa¬ 
tion, are called 'procedural means. Both material means 
and procedural means are means because they are for¬ 
mulated with respect to settling a problem, and be¬ 
cause they are formulated with respect to each other. 
Undirected activity and observation, accompanied by 
the expectation of getting the “proper” results, are 
only one form of belief in magic; to expect to solve 
problems about the world by reasoning alone, without 
some kind of activity subject to the control of observa¬ 
tion, is just as much a commitment to the principle of 
magic. 


Chapter 


m 

BODY, MIND, AND BEHAVIOR 


® NE of the primary difficulties in understanding 
Dewey’s conception of logic as the theory of in- 
quiry, is the tendency to interpret inquiry as if it were 
a mental process unfolding in the mind. On such an 
interpretation the changes involved in logical inquiry 
occur inside an individual’s head, which is presumably 
the locus of mind. They may be relevant to the his¬ 
torical career of whatever is inside that head but cannot 
have a bearing upon the historical career of anything 
outside of it. Unless, of course, the head swells to in¬ 
clude everything, which state of expansive swell-headed- 
ness is philosophically known as “subjectivism.” 

That such an interpretation is caricature follows 
not merely from Dewey’s express disavowal of it but 
from the fact that it runs absolutely counter to his 
description of mind as denoting a set of differential ac¬ 
tivities of the body, habituated socially and historically, 
in, by, and through an environment. His naturalistic 
approach to mind is present or assumed in almost 
everything he has written from the time he abandoned 
Hegelianism about fifty years ago. In outline it is the 
most far-reaching and yet most sophisticated type of 
behaviorism that has been developed. “Sophisticated” 
in the sense that it neither denies nor burks any ob¬ 
servably experienced quality of human conduct, al¬ 
though it does challenge some conventional modes of 
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speech about “consciousness” when these are literally 
construed, as they often are. In passing, it should be 
noted that two of the most important movements in 
modern psychology, the functionalism of Angell and 
the early behaviorism of Watson, drew a considerable 
part of their inspiration from Dewey’s psychological 
writings. I do not think it is an exaggeration to state 
that Dewey’s stature as a philosopher has overshad¬ 
owed his stature as a psychologist. 

It is not only Dewey’s theory of logic which requires 
an empirical theory of mind. As we shall see in the 
sequel, his educational, moral, and aesthetic doctrines 
are securely rooted in the view that whatever psychic 
processes are (and he does not deny their existence), 
they are distinguishable only by their differential ob¬ 
servable effects on something which in the first instance 
is not psychical at all, and from which they emerge as 
qualities dependent upon the way in which the non- 
psychical is organized. Changes in the life of man as a 
thinking creature no longer appear mysterious, and an 
approach is indicated by which the human mind and 
society can be not only understood but intelligently 
controlled. 

Consider, for example, some of the consequences that 
have been drawn in the history of thought from the 
dualistic assumption, against which the main incidence 
of Dewey’s psychological analysis has been directed, 
that mind is a substance or power, separate from the 
body and its environment. At once the momentous 
issues involved in the question of mind-body come into 
the light. The dualistic theory has prepared the way 
for the belief that certain indisputable truths about the 
human mind are disclosed to direct inspection, and that 
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they are not subject to the controls and empirical tests 
of methods of inquiry so fruitful in other fields. Among 
the truths so disclosed, it has often been argued, are 
“moral truths 55 of the greatest importance to human 
welfare—personal and social. By locating “the essen¬ 
tial personality 55 in a mind or consciousness, discon¬ 
tinuous with the world of matter or nature, the 
consoling doctrine has been fostered that human beings 
in their “innermost selves 55 can never be compelled ex¬ 
cept by forces to which they voluntarily submit and 
which are therefore not really compelling; that human 
beings are “free 55 not in virtue of a power to do or to 
refrain from doing, but in virtue of mere assent or in¬ 
tention. Behind the argument that a man is always free 
to work or not to work under a given wage scale, always 
free to criticize those who enjoy a monopoly of power in 
a given region or country, always free to live or die— 
has been the tacit commitment to a dualistic view of 
mind-body. From it flows the stern but intellectually 
easy moralism that no man (or woman) can escape 
responsibility for anything he does when he is faced by 
hunger or terror, and that we, who observe him, can 
never be absolved from the responsibility of passing 
judgment on him. 

Even more fateful is the use to which this dualistic 
theory of mind-body has been put in urging that sig¬ 
nificant social change can only come from change within 
the individual soul or self. Down to our own day, elo¬ 
quent spokesmen for powerful cultural and religious 
groups have counterposed “the revolution within 55 to 
fundamental institutional reforms. Men, we have been 
told, must make themselves over by purer thought, or 
by more kindly feeling or by a moral rededication as a 


109 


Body, Mind, and Behavior 

necessary precedent to any social change which will 
not bring back old evils in new form. Indeed, there are 
no evils, as distinct from accidents or human limita¬ 
tions, except those which individuals have been guilty 
of committing. We must therefore look to saintliness 
not science for our cures. 

Not all who hold the dualistic view are aware of it. 
But wherever knowledge is divorced from action or 
theory from practice, wherever action and practice are 
regarded as something which compromises the purity, 
the objectivity, the perfection of knowledge and theory, 
wherever the exigencies of living in a material world 
are deplored as a trial imposed on “the spirit,” wher¬ 
ever faith is separated from works and ends from 
means, the dualistic theory of mind-body will be found 
lurking among the unexamined assumptions. 

In challenging the dualistic theory, Dewey has chal¬ 
lenged one of the most pervasive determinants of West¬ 
ern European culture, an attitude fortified by religion, 
by popular morality, by the teachings of the Academy 
as well as of the Learned Doctors. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that it is Dewey’s theory of human nature 
and human mind which has provoked the charge of ma¬ 
terialism against him, particularly in theological quar¬ 
ters. If refusal to dissociate mind from body and body 
from nature is materialism, Dewey is one of the great¬ 
est materialists of all time. Nor would Dewey hesitate 
to call himself a materialist, were materialism not such 
an ambiguous doctrine in formulation if not in intent. 
There are materialisms which deny the existence of 
mind on the ground that only matter is “real”; there 
are materialisms which deny that thinking has any ob¬ 
servable effects, on the ground that only matter can 
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causally influence matter. For Dewey, such statements 
cannot be given any empirical meaning, i.e., meanings 
which can be confirmed or falsified by scientific evi¬ 
dence. But he does share with materialism its intent 
and cultural motivation. These are derived from a basic 
desire to investigate the “mysteries of the soul” by 
methods of scientific inquiry which in principle cannot 
recognize any dualistic separation of mind and body, 
in order that human behavior and society may be more 
intelligent, more humane, and free. Dewey tries to ac¬ 
complish what materialism set out to do without com¬ 
promising the attempt at the very beginning by calling 
into question the existence of the psychic qualities 
under investigation. 

It is the very prevalence, however, of certain modes 
of speech (whose origin we need not here investigate) 
about the self, mind, and consciousness in the everyday 
language of even professional behaviorists which makes 
Dewey’s approach to mind difficult to grasp. We speak 
of “the self” as if it were a self-contained entity dis¬ 
tinct, and sometimes separate, from our body and its 
ways of action. We say that thoughts are “in the 
mind” or that an individual has “lost” his conscious¬ 
ness or mind as if they were immaterial substances, and 
so on. Taken literally, and they often are, such ex¬ 
pressions testify to the strength of the dualistic view 
that whatever exists falls into two mutually exclusive 
and unbridgeable segments, variously called the world 
of matter and the world of mind, nature and experi¬ 
ence, the physical and the psychical, scientific objects 
and sense data, environment and consciousness. To be 
sure, there are certain classes of empirical facts which 
can be interpreted to lend support to this sharp dual- 
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ism between the world of nature and the world of mind. 
But it is obvious that these empirical facts do not 
compel such an interpretation. More important, the 
interpretation is such that it is incompatible with 
myriads of events in which mind and body appear, not 
as substances of different kinds, but as adjectival dis¬ 
tinctions within a continuous process of natural be¬ 
havior. It is in virtue of the different qualities and 
effects revealed in one and the same world of objects 
and events that we say this acts now like a lump of 
matter, now like an animal blinded by a glare of light, 
now like a member of a civilized community. 

By his emphasis upon the continuity of nature, body, 
society, and mind, Dewey does two things. He breaks 
down the dualism between the physical and the psy¬ 
chical without reading the properties of mind into na¬ 
ture, as do the mentalists and panpsychists, and 
without denying the existence of consciousness, as do 
extreme materialists and behaviorists. Secondly, he is 
able to make clear that “the unity of the human being 55 
consists not in the sum of separate ultimate elements, 
whether these be sensations or reflexes, ideas or glandu¬ 
lar secretions, but in an observable series of co-opera¬ 
tive functions, a working together of interacting 
processes, that constitute a personality. 

The dualism between the physical and psychical is 
overcome by positive analysis of a double sort. Mental 
behavior is shown to involve in an integral way not 
only the brain but the body, and not only the body but 
a physical environment, outside of the body skin, 
which is an integral part of physiological processes. In 
this manner, Dewey prepares the ground for an under¬ 
standing of why it is that inquiry makes a difference to 
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the world, i.e., why and how “thought” can be practical. 
Secondly, the life of mind, its speech and habits, are 
shown to be involved in an integral way with an his¬ 
torically conditioned social environment. This prepares 
the ground for Dewey’s ethical and social theory, ac¬ 
cording to which institutional changes become the most 
effective instruments of liberating the possibilities of 
individual growth. 

That the mind in some sense is dependent upon the 
brain is universally known. Not so well known is the 
fact that in the functioning of mind not only the brain 
but other organs of the body, not to speak of the 
respiratory and circulatory systems, are involved. And 
in turn the physiological processes and acts can take 
place only insofar as they interact with, or adjust to, 
events outside the boundary of the body. The organism 
does not find an environment for itself in the way in 
which a person finds a house in which to live. To be an 
organism is already to have some physical environment 
as a natural condition of existence and action. No sharp 
separation therefore is possible between the physical, 
the living, or what Dewey calls the psycho-physical, and 
the mental. Neither, however, are these three identical. 
They are distinguished from each other in virtue of 
specifiable, observable properties that are correlated 
with observable differences in the “complexity and in¬ 
timacy of interaction among natural events.” 

The physical, or Matter, Life, and Mind are abstrac¬ 
tions, according to Dewey, not existences. Existences 
have physical, living, or mental character depending 
upon the set of properties they reveal as they develop 
in time. The fact that some properties whose conjunc¬ 
tion indicates the presence of mind emerge later in time 
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than others does not make them “less real ’ 5 or less effi¬ 
cacious than others, as traditional materialism as¬ 
sumed. The fact that under certain circumstances 
physical situations are changed as a result of opera¬ 
tions and actions that indicate the presence of the 
mental, does not justify belief in a mind as a separate 
power, force, or vital energy which mysteriously acts 
upon things, as traditional spiritualism assumed. The 
problems about mind-body which have mystified philoso¬ 
phers can only be settled by seeing the elements which 
have been originally separated as functional distinc¬ 
tions within a continuity or history of events. “To see 
the organism in nature, the nervous system in the 
organism, the brain in the nervous system, the cortex in 
the brain is the answer to the problems wdiich haunt 
philosophy. And when thus seen they will be seen to be 
in, not as marbles in a box but as events are in history, 
in a moving, growing, never finished process.” 

One of the most impressive features of Dewey’s ap¬ 
proach to psychological phenomena has been his in¬ 
sistence upon describing their differential qualities in 
terms of observable effects. Long before “physicalism” 
was proclaimed as a new doctrine by the logical em¬ 
piricists, Dewey was applying it in a thoroughgoing 
manner to the basic categories of life and mind. Observe 
the characteristic way in which he interprets the key 
terms of “need,” “demand,” “satisfaction,” “sensa¬ 
tion,” “feeling,” and later, “consciousness,” “mind,” 
“emotions,” and “imagination.” 

The activities of living things are distinguished from 
those of nonliving things by the presence of needs. 
What are needs? By need is meant “a condition of ten- 
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sional distribution of energies such that the body is in 
a condition of uneasy or unstable equilibrium.” 

Living bodies are also characterized by “efforts” or 
“demands” to satisfy needs. What are efforts or de¬ 
mands? They are “manifested in movements which 
modify environing bodies in ways which reach upon the 
body, so that its characteristic pattern of active 
equilibrium is restored.” 

Living bodies are also characterized by “satisfac¬ 
tions.” What are satisfactions? By satisfaction “is 
meant this recovery of equilibrium pattern, consequent 
upon the changes of environment due to interactions 
with the active demands of the organism.” 

All of these terms have here a biological significance, 
but wherever they are employed in a specifically human 
context they are still tied down to observable modes of 
action and interaction. But the field of action and in¬ 
teraction is widened to include observable features of 
the social environment which is constituted by institu¬ 
tions, other human beings, and meanings expressed in 
speech or embodied in things. 

The belief in the domain of a private experience 
which is open only to direct inspection is most stub¬ 
bornly defended at the point where we speak of sensa¬ 
tions, consciousness, mind. 

A “sensation,” according to Dewey, is not a simple 
quality of a psychic event but “a perception of a dis¬ 
criminated quality” in a situation undergoing physical 
change of some sort. The perception is not an intuitive 
grasp of the quality as a mental event but a discrimi¬ 
nating activity of the body as a whole toward something 
objectively present as a sign of something else to come. 
Bed is not a sensation but a quality of a natural event 
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perceived through the instrument of a sense organ, the 
eye. A loud tone is not a sensation but a quality of 
another natural event perceived by the ear. What is 
perceived depends causally upon the objective proper¬ 
ties of the sense organs in the same way as the quality 
of a wound may depend upon the property of the in¬ 
strument which has produced it. Qualities are not in 
the body; nor are they in things. They are found 
wherever relations and interactions exist between things 
and other things, things and bodies, and bodies and 
other bodies. 

“Feelings” are qualities of sentient or living things. 
They emerge whenever the activities of the body which 
denote its sensitivity and interested reaction are mani¬ 
fest. The more complicated and extensive the selective 
interactions between organism and the physical world, 
the more important do feelings become in behavior as 
marking off sets of new qualities from old. Before 
thinking begins, they function as organic indicators, of 
varying degrees of reliability, that “all’s well” or 
“something’s wrong.” They are marks of qualitative 
individuality. “Feeling” is “a name for the coming to 
existence of those ultimate differences in affairs which 
mark them off from one another and give them discrete¬ 
ness ; differences which upon the physical plane can be 
spoken of only in anticipation of subsequent realization, 
or in terms of different numerical formulae, and differ¬ 
ent space-time positions and contiguities.” 

“Consciousness” is the most ambiguous of all psy¬ 
chological terms. Sometimes it refers to the presence 
of feelings where feelings are had but not known. Some¬ 
times it refers to the perception of meanings. In this 
last sense, human beings are conscious; they do not 
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literally have consciousness in the way a man has hair 
or a hat. To be conscious is to take note of the mean¬ 
ings of things and by means of organic activity to re¬ 
direct them. 

“Mind” is also an activity. It is minding. Its activity 
differs from that of consciousness in that it operates as 
a set of organized meanings that have been built up as a 
result of previous activities. To have a mind is to have 
a store of systematized meanings already at hand to 
develop or restrain the conscious action which goes off 
like a shot at the perception of a meaning. 

Dewey’s descriptions of the basic categories of life 
and mind have been given as illustrations of the way he 
persistently links up the psychic processes of man with 
the physical world. His procedure is the same in treat¬ 
ing other psychological concepts like imagery, memory, 
will, and emotion. Unfortunately his psychological dis¬ 
cussions are scattered throughout his various writings, 
and nowhere systematically developed. To a large ex¬ 
tent they are programmatic, lacking the details which 
are so necessary to convert an insight into a directing 
hypothesis. In addition, the language in which they are 
couched varies from time to time as has the language 
of psychology itself in the last fifty years. But there is 
one characteristic principle which runs through all of 
Dewey’s psychological writings, whether he is discussing 
the reflex arc, states of consciousness, the stimulus-re¬ 
sponse bond, pulses of neural energy, exteroceptor and 
muscular activities. This is the principle that percep¬ 
tual awareness has no fixed quality when it is consid¬ 
ered independently of its functional context in the 
process of adaptation to and readaptation of a chang¬ 
ing environment by an organism. Whatever quality it 
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has depends upon the things to which it refers, the effects 
it produces, the function it plays in experience—where 
experience means a series of acts and transactions be¬ 
tween man and the world. From this principle follows 
Dewey’s rejection of psychological atomism, whether 
it be phrased in introspective or behavioral terms. 
There is no fundamental or ultimate element out of 
whose combinations the various mental traits are born. 
The simple, the pure, the clear, the distinctive charac¬ 
ters of mental behavior which lend themselves to psy¬ 
chological system-building are derived as end-products 
or results of complex activities undertaken by the or¬ 
ganism as a whole. As Dewey puts it in one of his for¬ 
mulations: “Immediately, every perceptual awareness 
may be termed indifferently emotion, sensation, thought, 
desire: not that it is immediately any one of these 
things, or all of them combined, but that when it is 
taken in some reference , to conditions or to conse¬ 
quences or to both, it has, in that contextual reference, 
the distinctive properties of emotion, sensation, thought 
or desire .’ 5 


So far we have indicated the manner in which 
psychical characters involve and integrate the physical 
world. It becomes clear now why thought and inquiry 
can be practical. Man, a creature of nature, can, by 
using natural means, within limits, change it. The pos¬ 
sibility is always there; the invitation to act on it re¬ 
newed whenever problems arise. The history of cultures 
contains the record of how men have acted on it in the 
past: but the history of philosophy, by playing all 
the changes on the theme of mind-body dualism, has 
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made a mystery of how that record came to be made. 

That thinking has practical effects is a natural fact. 
The directions of thinking, the ends it serves, the 
choices determining whether steel should go into school 
buildings or sixteen-inch guns—these are natural, too. 
But natural, as distinctively social phenomena, not 
physical. In his human estate man is a psycho-physical- 
social creature. Only one half the story has been told 
in tracing the involvements of body, physical world, 
and psyche; the other half concerns the even more inti¬ 
mate relationship between the psychical and the social. 
Nor is the whole story the result of mechanically add¬ 
ing the halves together. For man’s social life influences 
those psychical processes which we have hitherto con¬ 
sidered only in interaction with the physical world; 
and it is obvious that physical factors and conditions 
have a far-reaching influence upon many features of 
any culture. But the tentative distinction between the 
psychical-physical and the psychical-social is adopted 
for purposes of exposition. Psycho-physical behavior 
is the matrix out of which inquiry as a natural process, 
effecting changes in other processes, develops; psycho¬ 
social behavior is the matrix out of which meanings, 
moral intent, and personal quality crystallize. For 
Dewey, both are continuous. As a naturalist, he accepts 
the findings of science that the physical has temporal 
priority. But as far as man is concerned, the social is 
the widest and most complex mode of association into 
which man as a psycho-physical creature can enter. It 
is in social life that almost all of the qualities that we 
regard as distinctively human appear. And, as we shall 
see, in indicating wherein “the unity of the human be¬ 
ing” lies, main emphasis falls upon the quality of inter- 
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personal relationships which are found in the realm of 
the social. 

How do social determinants enter in affecting the 
character of psychological processes? Here we suffer 
from an embarrassment of riches as far as illustrative 
material from Dewey’s writings is concerned. We shall 
briefly indicate his approach to habit, emotion, and 
thought. 

Habits are acquired ways of action whose patterns 
repeat themselves in time. Their locus seems to be always 
strictly individual. Their causes, meaning, and conse¬ 
quences are not. For habits have histories. These his¬ 
tories are the result not merely of repeated acts of the 
organism; they are the story of the regulations and 
controls of action by family, community, state. Habits 
therefore are social; and to the extent to which we 
define conduct, character, personality, self, will, or any 
other meaningful aspect of human behavior in terms 
of habits, the individual is a social product. He can 
only be understood in relation to his culture and its 
institutions. The dualism between individual and society 
disappears at the first glance. Conflicts between indi¬ 
viduals and society are another matter. They testify 
to modes of interaction, not separation. The actual 
locus of habits, therefore, turns out to be relationships 
between people. Except to a biologist, what a man is, 
literally depends upon what other people are. And 
even a biologist must often take note of the social rela¬ 
tions between people to account for what he finds in 
body behavior. 

Except for physiological processes and certain re¬ 
flexes like the knee-jerk or blinking, the native behavior 
of man is always discovered by an analysis of his ac- 
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quired behavior. The capacity to fight, the capacity to 
sing, the capacity to love, and the mechanisms appro¬ 
priate to them, are natural to man. The fightmgr, the 
\o\mg, the sin gvng depend upon permissive conditions 
of the social environment. What, when, and how one 
fights, sings, or loves depends almost wholly upon the 
social institutions—“the embodied habits” of past and 
present—which already exist when the organism comes 
on the scene. 

By pointing to the pervasiveness of habits and their 
historical character, Dewey is able to cut the ground 
from under the hoary but still very much alive belief 
in the unalterability of human nature. The facts of 
heredity be what they are, changes in social conditions 
will produce those changes in men which are socially 
and morally significant. It is in social and moral terms 
that human nature is always construed, especially by 
those most convinced of its fixity. We do not have to 
“abolish the laws of Mendelian heredity,” as the popes 
of Soviet biology have proclaimed, in order to im¬ 
prove the quality of human conduct any more than we 
have to intervene surgically to teach children the social 
amenities. War has many modes, ranging from gladi¬ 
atorial combat to gas and aerial attack by participants 
who do not even see each other. Is there any single 
impulse to which all these variations in waging war, so 
disparate in causes and effects, can be reduced? Some 
grant that the variations are socially determined but 
that war, as a form of violent action, (as well as other 
institutions like property, the family, the state) is 
rooted in the natural endowment of man. But the natu¬ 
ral endowment of man shows at most a capacity for 
violent action. Whether the capacity expresses itself in 
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shedding blood according to certain rules or in any of 
William James’s moral equivalents of war depends upon 
the set of habits which obtains in a culture, and upon 
the historical context of those habits. “War is thus seen 
to be a function of social institutions, not of what is 
natively fixed in human constitution.” 

Few would dispute that habits are social; but few 
realize what the implications are for social theory and 
ethics of recognizing them as social. We shall return 
to them later. But that emotions, as Dewey claims, are 
also social would be very much disputed. To some, emo¬ 
tions are private and irreducible qualities of “inner 
experience”; to others, they are observable accompani¬ 
ments of bodily changes. To Dewey, emotions as well as 
sensations have their physiological correlates and 
causes, but he distinguishes emotions from sensations, 
in that emotional behavior always involves a response 
directed toward another human being. Sometimes the 
response is indirect as when things that have been as¬ 
sociated with persons in past relationship stir emotion. 
Grief is not something which is “deeper” introspec- 
tively or more complex viscerally than pain. Its context 
is wider than the physical and psycho-physical interac¬ 
tions which give the experience of pain, for it extends 
beyond the boundary of the body and physical space to 
include personal social relations. It is what human be¬ 
ings do or leave undone which evokes emotions. The 
scientific treatment of the emotions is incomplete un¬ 
less the maladjustments, conflicts, and integrations of 
face-to-face, interpersonal relationships are investi¬ 
gated with the same care as intrabodily changes. 

That thinking is as much a form of social behavior 
as it is of psycho-physical behavior was already made 
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clear in our discussion of Dewey’s theory of ideas. 
Thinking involves speech and “speech is just what men 
do when they communicate with others or with them¬ 
selves.” We can communicate by gestures, symbols, or 
sounds, provided they effectively indicate what we pro¬ 
pose to do. The effective indication is tested by the 
behavioral response of others. The stock of meanings 
we already have, the methods of testing and communi¬ 
cating them, the processes of forging and fixating new 
meanings are all social. As we have already seen, the 
social basis of thinking, and of every conscious or 
meaningful phase of behavior, is emphasized to correct 
the view that thinking is a purely organic response to 
a stimulus expressed in speech habits ranging from 
overt to whispered, and from whispered to implicit or 
silent. The heart of Dewey’s view, which had been inde¬ 
pendently developed by his great disciple and colleague, 
George Herbert Mead, is that both “habits” and 
speech are social, and that the evidences of social 
habits are literally present in the most private thoughts 
of the most isolated spectator. 

From another side, Dewey reaches the same conclu¬ 
sion by way of an analysis of the nature of “the stimu¬ 
lus.” The conventional scientific statement that 
behavior is a response to a given stimulus does not 
suggest the initiating role of the organism in determin¬ 
ing what the stimulus is. If response waits on stimu¬ 
lus, we have a conception of human life as something 
completely determined by events outside of the body. 
It is true that an organism is always given with and 
in an environment. The environment as a whole, how¬ 
ever, is never a stimulus. The selective activity of the 
body, directed to some point of change in the environ- 


123 


Body, Mind, and Behavior 

ment, determines what the stimulus is. We recognize the 
stimulus only after an initial response has been made. 
At any given moment, thousands of things are poten¬ 
tial stimuli to a human creature with a certain history. 
At any given time, what it is doing is part of a series 
of acts, some already completed and others in process. 
Behavior is a serial process, response is a change in 
behavior, and the stimulus a specific environmental 
(or organic) change which is related in some way to 
the already existing preoccupation and interested ac¬ 
tivity of the organism. It is not the state of the organ¬ 
ism as a whole but the activity of the organism as a 
whole to which the stimulus is related. Any event that 
produces a change in the activity of the organism as a 
whole, anything which must be attended to because its 
influence involves something already going on, is a 
stimulus. The direction in which it reorients the pat¬ 
tern of behavior is due as much to the nature of the 
pattern as to its own qualities. 

In what way does this analysis of the “stimulus” 
affect the concept that thought is purely an organic 
reaction ? In this: ideas, as plans of action, which ex¬ 
press meanings that are socially derived, determine 
what aspects of the environment are stimuli (or data). 
The recognition that something is a stimulus means 
that we have already begun to think or act. And since 
the ideas, the plans of action, are drawn from our social 
world, what we discover to be stimuli, whenever thought 
is in question, depends largely upon the society in 
which we live, its attitudes, values, and “embodied 
habits.” A bushman and an Eskimo, an Englishman 
and a Zulu, an American and a Japanese, would not 
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always receive the same stimuli, even if they found 
themselves in the same environment. 

All of us are vaguely aware that a normal human 
being functions as a unity. That is to say, there is an 
integral quality of behavior which is not found when 
we describe the functioning of the separate parts of 
the body—skin, muscles, nervous system, glands; nor 
when we add to this accounts of emotions, will, habit, 
mind. A human being is a “person” and when we say 
that an individual is “limited,” “overspecialized,” “at 
odds with himself,” “neurotic,” “dissociated,” we mean 
that he is less of a person than when he is “integrated,” 
“many-sided,” “harmoniously developed,” “sane.” One 
of the reasons that belief in the “soul” has persisted is 
that many people have sought to find a definite locus 
for the bond of unity that marks the presence of per¬ 
sonality. Not finding it in any one phase of bodily or 
psychic activity, they have postulated the existence of a 
nonobservable entity, and offered as evidence for its ex¬ 
istence their vague and unanalyzed feeling that a human 
being is more than blood and nerves, and memories and 
habits. Many philosophers who have been too sophisti¬ 
cated to believe in the “soul” because of its role in the 
religious mythology of Western Europe have substi¬ 
tuted in its stead terms that are less theological but 
no less mysterious. Thus, Kant’s “transcendental unity 
of apperception” is partly designed to restore the unity 
of the self which had been destroyed by Hume’s analy¬ 
sis of the self as a series of impressions. Even some 
popular philosophers and psychologists in our own day, 
like Freud, proceed in the same way insofar as they 
conceive of the “unconscious” as a substance or recep- 
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tacle in which are stored repressed desires and instinc¬ 
tive drives. 

For Dewey, the unity of the organism, considered 
biologically, consists in the way in which all parts of 
the body function together to produce the balance or 
moving equilibrium that we call the quality of good 
health. But since man is not only a biological organ¬ 
ism but a social creature, his unity as a human being 
consists in the co-operative functioning of his relation¬ 
ships to other human beings in a social environment. 
Where these are disturbed, neurotic tangles, “with¬ 
drawals from reality,” and psychoses result. Sometimes 
the consequences manifest themselves in a breakdown of 
the unity of the organism. Sicknesses that appear 
physical may have their origin in frustrations in hu¬ 
man relationships, worries, ungratified needs for social 
and personal security in times of danger. The inte¬ 
grated or truly unified human being, Dewey concludes, 
is one whose life is integrated with the social environ¬ 
ment, the persons and institutions which are the ob¬ 
jects of his rational and voluntary loyalties. It is not 
the social environment in the abstract or at large in 
which this co-operative interaction must take place, but 
the specific society in which the individual works, plays, 
and loves. A society so organized that it makes prac¬ 
tically impossible a rational distribution of the social 
opportunities for significant work, and of the material 
and ideal goods that are so necessary to co-operative 
agreements as well as to fruitful disagreements between 
human beings, is a society which breeds disintegrated 
and crippled personalities. Some are crippled by excess 
of power; others by timidity. Some by deficiency of 
emotion; others by emotionalism. The unity of the hu- 


126 


John Dewey 

man being, then, is a social problem as much as it is a 
psychological one. If Dewey’s theory of human nature 
and conduct is sound, the proximate instrumentalities 
for bringing the conditions into existence which will 
produce the greatest number of integrated personali¬ 
ties are to be found in social action and movements for 
social change. He asks in a question which is its own 
answer: “Is there anything in the whole business of 
politics, economics, morals, education—indeed in any 
profession—save the construction of a proper human 
environment that will serve, by its very existence, to 
produce sound and whole human beings, who in turn 
will maintain a sound and healthy human environment?” 


Chapter 
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STANDARDS, ENDS, AND MEANS 


T^OHN DEWEY’S moral theory is continuous with 
^his theory of inquiry and human behavior. But it is 
in his moral theory that the revolutionary consequences 
of his philosophy appear in their most vital impact 
upon everyday affairs. He does not moralize, or exhort, 
or paint a picture of the good life for the profession¬ 
ally virtuous. Nor does he offer a recipe book of ethical 
precepts to be used as a guide in settling human trou¬ 
bles. Instead he sketches a method of approach which 
enables those who adopt it to get an insight into the 
way moral judgments function and therewith to test 
their moral judgments scientifically. 

The very phrase “to test moral judgments scientifir 
cally” seems to couple two things which the major tradir 
tions of philosophy have usually kept apart. Absolutists 
have taught that the ultimate ends of human conduct 
are sanctioned either by intuition or revelation or con¬ 
science ; that their validity does not depend upon meth¬ 
ods of scientific inquiry, which at best give probable 
conclusions only about matters of fact, i.e., about “what 
is” rather than about “what should be.” The theologi¬ 
cal brethren of the absolutis ts have been even more 
forthright about the matter. “What we need,” they 
cry, “are saints not scientists.” Relativists have con¬ 
tended that the ultimate ends of human conduct are 
sanctioned, if at all, by some arbitrary social or per- 
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sonal fiat—power or desire or emotion. As Bertrand 
Russell has put it in one of his philosophic moods: 
“Science has nothing to say about ‘values’. . . . Ques¬ 
tions as to ‘values’ lie wholly outside the domain of 
knowledge . . . when we assert that this or that has 
‘value’ we are giving expression to our own emotions.” 

This stark opposition between experience and the 
ideals by which experience is evaluated, between the 
realm of nature and the realm of value, is the answer 
most frequently made by both the high priests of re¬ 
ligion and popular science to the central problem of 
philosophy. According to Dewey, “the central prob¬ 
lem of philosophy is the relation that exists between 
the beliefs about the nature of things due to natural 
science to_ beliefs about values—using that word to 
designate whatever is taken to have rightful authority 
in the direction of conduct.” It is not only the central 
problem of philosophy; it is the deepest problem_oiL 
modern life. “The problem of restoring integration and 
co-operation between man’s beliefs about the world in 
which he lives and his beliefs about the values and pur¬ 
poses that should direct his conduct is the deepest 
problem of modern life.” 

In the field of science, a general pattern of inq uiry 
has been developed which is competent to integrate and 
test our beliefs about the nature of the world. Can a 
similar method be worked out for the field of moral 
evaluations which, without invoking any supernatural 
element, will make moral decisions more intelligent, bet¬ 
ter grounded, less subject to caprice? Dewey’s hypoth¬ 
esis is that the rationale of scientific method is just as 
applicable to the field of morals as to the world of 
nature, and that in any particular situation, by the 
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use of intelligent methods of analysis, one course of 
conduct can be established as “better” than another. 

The conduct which we call morality does not wait for 
moral theory in order to come into existence, any more 
than logical activity waits upon a theory of logic to 
develop. In every society there are approved ways and 
disapproved ways of doing things. Morals are as uni- 
v ersal, and as variable, as custom and habit. And like 
customs and habits, they are as unconscious. They 
reach the plane of reflective morality when customs are 
challenged by other customs, or when the influence of 
new inventions, new ideas, new difficulties, makes it im¬ 
possible for the old and familiar customs to provide 
the easy guidance they have furnished in the past. At 
this point the problem arises: What ought we to do? 
The quest for standards, ends, ideals, principles begins. 
For what we do depends, at least in part, upon the 
standards or ends we consider valid. 

Ahnost_at once, however, thequestion suggests itself: 
How are standards or ends themselves to be teste_d? 
Granted that moral decisions cannot be made save in 
the light of some end. Is the mere having or entertain¬ 
ing of a standard or end sufficient? Is a decision morally 
justified if it is sanctioned by any standard? Any 
length can serve as the measure of distance. Can any 
standard serve as the measure of a good life? If it can, 
its application would in principle be as easy as that 
of a rule or yardstick. And just as irrelevant to what 
is distinctively moral in human experience. For delib¬ 
eration, if it took place at all, would concern itself 
exclusively with how the standard should be applied 
not whether it or some other standard should be ap¬ 
plied. Clearly, if standards and ends are above criti- 
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cism, all of them are on the same level. How could we 
decide between them? What would it mean to say, as we 
do, that one is “better” than another? Merely, that it 
is stronger? Or that we like it? 

Examinfr-^ny particular standard or whiVh 
a llegedly self-ce rtif ying . It has a history. It has a 
social and personal context. It has definite conse¬ 
quences. The psychological and sociological causes of 
its acceptance can be discovered. It is incompatible 
with certain other standards and ends. Has all this no 
bearing upon the question as to whether we should 
adopt this standard rather than another? 

There are two generic ways in which standards or 

ends may be criticized. The first is metaphysical, the 
second empirical. We may say either that standards 
are justified by a “higher intuition,” by the nature of 
“the Real,” by a rule of “Reason” (where “Reason” 
means formal consistency not scientific inquiry) ; or 
that standards are empirically verified in action. The 
latter view is Dewey’s own, but before developing it a 
few remarks on the first position are necessary to indi¬ 
cate its inadequacy. 

To criticize standards or ends by appealing to “a 
higher intuition” raises the same kind of questions 
about intuitions that have been asked about values of 
a “lower” order. Even the highest intuitions are no¬ 
toriously at odds with each other. Many confess that 
they are not blessed by an insight that extends to 
levels higher than the experience of the natural world. 
No method is indicated by which intuitions can be 
confirmed in doubtful cases except by a process (some¬ 
times called authentitication or validation to distin¬ 
guish it from verification) that turns out on analysis to 
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be a technique of passing off private prejudices as 
p ublic truth s. The psychology, the conception of mean¬ 
ing, the theory of nature behind this moral philosophy 
all presuppose a metaphysics whose basic truths require 
a special nonempirical method, sometimes even a special 
organ of knowledge, to be apprehended. Ironically 
enough, far from escaping the relativism and subjectiv¬ 
ism which it lays at the door of the empirical approach 
to ethics, this school of thought, by multiplying abso¬ 
lutes, gives a principled basis to never-ending conflicts 
about values. 

To test s tandards by the criterion of logical con¬ 
sistency contributes to bringing home to us their mean¬ 
ing; but, taken by itself, it is primarily a test of our 
own resoluteness of belief in them rather than an em¬ 
pirical check on their validity. According to this view, 
any standard would be valid were we prepared to hold 
it with sufficient ruthlessness. 

Those who derive justification of standards from 
some ontological “Reality” have never succeeded in da- 
ing anything else than deducing ends of human conduct 
from premises into which they have already been un¬ 
consciously introduced. Usually the key term “Real” 
is a disguised value term. Some end or value is assumed 
to be intrinsically valuable at the very outset, and a 
metaphysical system is then constructed “to prove” it. 
It is not hard to show that behind some of the most im¬ 
posing metaphysical systems in the history of thought 
has been a desire to preserve some fixed centers of 
preference and privilege in the process of experience, 
upon which to hang traditional values of use and en¬ 
joyment, so as to remove them forever from the chal¬ 
lenge of new, emerging interests. Not infrequently in 
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systems which identify the real, the rational, and the 
ideal, a “might makes right” doctrine appears as a 
corollary. The Hegelian dictum that Die Weltgeschichte 
is das Weltgericht is a case in point. 

Does Dewey’s empirical approach to ethics fare any 
better? How can ends or standards be tested in action 
except by applying other ends or standards taken tjo 
be final? Dewey’s answer to this question is crucial, 
for it is also an answer to the chief objections that 
critics have raised. He begins by pointing out that 
the ends which are here ass umed to be finaL are ideas 
whose meanings are determined in the same way as, 
other ideas, viz., b y thei r consequences. We cannot say 
that we really know what our ends are before we have 
reflected upon the probable consequences of carrying 
them out, as plans of action, in practice. We criticize 
our ends by inquiring into what results from the use 
of the means designed to realize them. Whenever action 
is intelligent and responsible, the means are part of the 
end. We literally do not know the end w e have chosen 
unless we understand the train of relevant consequences, 
involved in bringing that choice about. 

But still, one asks, aren’t there certain standards or 
values which we must use in order to determine whether 
the consequences of acting on our ends, of finding spe¬ 
cific means, are satisfactory? Certainly there are. A 
whole host of them like friendship, wisdom, beauty, 
courage, health, security, adventure. Yet note: although 
these goods are assumed to be immediately vahd, none 
of them is taken as finally good. None is supreme, 
none above the necessity of pointing to consequent, 
goods in case its own presumptive validity is threat¬ 
ened. For it is obvious that the goods of this world are 
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not always in harmony with each other. One good con¬ 
fl icts with another good; knowledge with happiness, 
serenity with intensity. In no two situations can we re¬ 
solve the conflict of values in exactly the same way. 
Hence, although we use the values and standards that 
have emerged out of previous deliberations as guiding 
principles of action, of themselves they never can deter¬ 
mine the unique good of this particular situation. True, 
without them we should no more know how to find out 
what we should do than we could begin a scientific in¬ 
quiry into any matter of fact without some knowledge 
assumed to be valid. But there is something more always 
present, or the possibility of something more, which 
controls the relevance, the manner, and the degree of 
their application. The good of any situation in which 
the problem arises as to what should be done is some¬ 
thing discovered as a result of reflective inquiry, and 
the objective changes produced by that inquiry. There 
is no Good in the large any more than there is Truth 
iiT the larg e. That idea is true in any particular situa¬ 
tion which is the outcome of the use of scientific meth¬ 
ods of inquiry; that proposal is good in any particular 
situation where evaluations are being evaluated which 
is the conclusion of controlled inquiry into the avail¬ 
able alternatives of action. There are always truths on 
hand from previous inquiries to aid in testing other 
candidates for truth. There are always goods and 
values at hand which are available in testing proposals 
that are candidates for intelligent choice. But neither 
the truths, nor the values, which we so employ, are ex¬ 
empt from showing their own credentials if something 
about the way they function puts it into our heads to 
ask for them. 
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Observe now how the other principles of Dewey’s phi¬ 
losophy begin to converge on the ethical question. The 
good of a particular situation is found in that particu¬ 
lar reconstruction of affairs which removes the initial 
difficulty. The initial difficulty involves a conflict of 
need or interest in an objective situation. Need and 
interest are not unobservable states of mind but are 
qualities of behavior, biological and social. Standards 
and ideals function like scientific hypotheses. They are 
plans of action. Whether or not they enable us, by 
controlling the relevant features of the case, to instate 
the good, is subject to verification. Given a situation 
of conflict, born out of needs, desires, and lacks; given 
also a set of ends or standards that offer directions to 
courses of conduct designed to fulfill these needs, de¬ 
sires, and lacks; then the adequacy of any of the given 
ends or of new ones to the situation in hand can in 
principle be settled with scientific objectivity. 

To speak of the scientific approach to ethics sug¬ 
gests to many that ethics is part of the natural sci¬ 
ences. But since it is obvious that the natural sciences 
do not concern themselves with statements about what 
should or ought to be done, or with judgments as to 
what is of most worth, such a procedure would be self- 
defeating. And so it would be were this Dewey’s mean¬ 
ing. Dewey, how ever , maintains not that the subject 
matter of the physical sciences and the subject matter 
of ethical science are the same but only that the logic 
of inquiry into the matter-of-fact propositions of the 
natura X~scien ces a nd into the va lue-propositions of 
ethical science is of the same generic kind. How, then, 
does the subject matter of ethics differ from the sub¬ 
ject matter of the natural sciences? Dewey’s answer is 
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that evaluations of acts of value constitute the subject 
matter of ethical inquiry. Not the description of acts of 
value, for this is the work of historian and sociologist, 
but evaluations of acts of value. What does it mean jto 
e valuate acts of val ue? It means to undertake an inquiry 
which will enable us to say that this act of value, in the 
l ight of relevant consequence s, is better or worse i& 
r elation to the needs and interests of the situation. 

which calls it forth. 

The belief that human experience is the source of 
values and of the methods and standards that test 
values, aligns Deweyjyith the trad itio n of ethical natn- , 
ralism. But there are currents within this tradition 
from which Dewey is widely separated. All naturalists 
stress the importance of interest, desire, and vital im¬ 
pulse in the consideration of value. That value s develop., 
o ut of vital impulses, desires, and interests , Dewey 
readily admits. That values are constituted by thenx. 
he denies. Vital impulses by themselves are blind. With¬ 
out thought we do not know what the object of an 
impulse really is and whether our action has attained 
it. Impulses are immediate. Valuations are not. Ques¬ 
tions of value arise when impulses conflict. Whether 
the gratification of this impulse is better than another 
cannot be decided by impulse but by deliberation. What 
is valuable is that which is chosen after deliberation. 
“It takes thought to convert an impulse into a desire, 
centered on an object.” 

Nor is the existence of desire sufficient by itself to 
justify us in regarding its objects as valuable. “What 
ought I to desire in this particular case?” is the rele¬ 
vant ethical question. In answering this question, we 
cannot assume that mere desiring instates a value. And 
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empirically, we never do. We discriminate between de¬ 
sires, investigate their contexts and consequences, 
evaluate them in respect to each other. Unless we ask 
what it is that we desire, the desire is a natural event 
of whose cause, direction, and object we are ignorant. 
When we know what it is that we desire, it is always 
possible to link it up with the objective lacks and needs 
of a specific situation. We can begin to criticize it. 
As a result of the process of criticism, value is bestowed 
upon it. 

The point becomes focal when we consider a theory 
which seems at first sight to be close to Dewey’s, viz., 
“A value is any object of any interest.” It is good as 
far as it goes because it suggests some relation be¬ 
tween objects and interests. But it does not go far 
enough. It is not sufficiently empirical. It takes both 
objects and interests in the large. Not any object, not 
any interest is relevant to the particular needs of the 
particular problem in this particular situation. If we 
are going to be empirical, let us be empirical. Take a 
concrete case. Never will any object of any interest be 
considered valuable in relation to this particular 
case. Some objects and some interests will be ruled 
out as ethically neutral. Others as relatively but defi¬ 
nitely bad—disvalues. It is always some object of 
some interest which is discovered to have value in the 
concrete case. Otherwise, anything that we did in any 
particular situation, assuming that our behavior was 
interested, would be valuable. Which object and which 
interest in this concrete case is valuable depends upon 
their relation to the observable needs, and upon the 
consequences which the action taken to gratify this 
interest rather than that, brings in its train. Conflict 
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of interests is always present in ethical situations. But 
“interests” must not be taken as an unanalyzed term. 

T he q uestion of the conflict of “ultimate” ends of 
human conduct will not down^ Surely, an empi ricist 
must admit the existence of situations in which difz. 
ferences in evaluation seem to be unarbitrable^. It is 
such situations that constitute impressive evidence for 
the view that moral judgments are “ultimately” arbi¬ 
trary and subjective. For Dewey, however, judgments 
of this kind are ambiguous and incomplete. Certainly, 
there is a sense in which a liking or a preference may 
be called arbitrary. Although it has a cause, it has no 
reason, i.e., it does not express a judgment but is an 
organic event of attraction or aversion on all fours 
with any other organic event like a craving for sun¬ 
light or a taste for alligator pears. We do not speak 
of “ultimate conflicts” in tastes of food, although we 
recognize differences in tastes. Those who would reduce 
conflicts in value-judgments to brute differences in taste 
can never explain what the judgments are about. 

Nor what the conflict is about, since presumably the 
reference of my judgment of fact is “my taste” and of 
your judgment of fact, “your taste.” The two judg¬ 
ments of fact do not contradict each other, for they are 
about two different things. But the two judgments of 
value do. 

Where we speak of ultimate conflicts of value- 
judgment, Dewey would claim that our analysis is in¬ 
complete, that we either do not know or are unwilling 
to find out how these judgments are linked up with 
objective problems in a determinate context. It is this 
failure to relate value analysis to the objective prob¬ 
lems and situations in which they are always found, 
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and to the modes of solution proposed by value-judg- 
ments, which is at the root of the tendency to multiply 
“conflicts of ultimate ends” with such theoretical ease. 
As a matter of plain experience, those who are actu¬ 
ally arrayed in conflict rarely differ as far as their 
verbal allegiance to ultimate ends is concerned. Every¬ 
one fights for “honor”; everyone strives for “happi¬ 
ness.” if we were to stop short with their avowals, we 
could never even determine whether there is a con¬ 
flict of “ultimate ends.” If we do not stop short with 
avowals but link ends up with behavior, behavior with 
problems, problems with social and historical contexts, 
then we will see that what is called the ultimate end is 
really being advanced as a method of dealing with cer¬ 
tain objective needs and lacks in the situation. What 
these needs and lacks are, is not always known, even 
to those whose “ultimate” ends have grown out of them; 
they have to be discovered in inquiry. When they are, 
the consequences of acting on the proposed ultimate end 
are related to the situation out of which they have de¬ 
veloped. The whole process is one in which “the ulti¬ 
mate end” is tested. Where, if ever, do we stop? There 
is a stopping point when the problem has been resolved, 
just as there is a stopping point in the process of scien¬ 
tific verification when a certain set of observations is 
regarded as sufficient to determine a solution of the 
problem at hand. A problem may arise as to whether 
the consequence of this method of dealing with the situ¬ 
ation is satisfactory just as a problem may arise as to 
whether this observation which confirms a hypothesis is 
valid. But in both cases these are new problems. We are 
not called upon to settle all problems at once. 

It may be observed that Dewey assumes a predispo- 
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sition to submit judgments of value to the check of 
inquiry, and that the willingness to do this already 
presupposes a judgment of value. But is the situation 
any different in scientific inquiry? Suppose a statement 
of fact is made. An individual who makes it may be 
unwilling to test it by the available methods of verifi¬ 
cation. He may even flatly refuse to do this. What fol¬ 
lows? That we cannot characterize his statement as 
true or false? Absurd. Similarly, we can evaluate, after 
inquiry, the judgments of value of those who refuse to 
engage in the process of inquiry, and reach an objec¬ 
tive conclusion concerning their worth. In the course of 
such an inquiry, we may even be able to discover, by 
examining the situation, why they refuse to submit 
their ends or standards—no matter how ultimate they 
are declared to be—to further inquiry. 

Finally, it may be asked: How do we know that con¬ 
flicts of values can be resolved by the use of the experi¬ 
mental method? What assurance has Dewey that to 
make method the source of authority will introduce 
more order and agreement in our judgments of value, , 
than the authority of state, church, or individual con¬ 
science? If ass uran ce hgrejneans “guarantee,” then the 
answer is that Dewey has no assurance that the experi¬ 
mental method will resolve all conflicts in evaluation. 
But the most pertinent answer we can give to this ques¬ 
tion is exactly like the response which we would make 
to a comparable doubt in the field of science. How do 
we know that any particular question of fact can be 
settled by the use of scientific method? Having surren¬ 
dered the quest for certainty, we can offer no guaran¬ 
tees. B ut in th e domain of values as in the field of 
natural science, w*e say: Let us try the method out. In 
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science the countless number of times that we have suc¬ 
cessfully used the experimental method makes its use 
in any particular case reasonable. The fact that we 
have used the experimental method so successfull y in 
the field of science, the fact that all other methods in 
the field of morals have failed so disastrously, makes thy 
proposal to use it in the field of morals, at the very 
least, not unreasonable. In the present state of the 
world, perhaps it would not even be too much to say 
that if we are to continue living together unaccursed 
by war, poverty, and the remediable evils that flow 
from them, the use of the experimental method is neces¬ 
sary. 


In the light of the foregoing we may briefly review 
some of the criticisms which have been passed on 
Dewey’s ethical theory before going on to his discussion 
of means and ends. This will enable us to accent certain 
features of his ideas which are often overlooked. The 
interesting thing about these criticisms is the way they 
cancel one another. This is due to the fact that al¬ 
though the two generic points of view—high apriorism 
on the one hand, and subjectivism on the other—are 
both ruled out by Dewey’s theory, each one attributes 
to him the systematic defects of the other. For one, 
Dewey is not enough of a rationalist because he insists 
that the meaning of values, ends, and standards is to be 
found in human experience, in the interested behavior 
of men in society. For the other, Dewey is too much of 
a rationalist because he emphatically denies that an 
irrational, unarbitrable liking confers moral quality 
upon an act. According to Dewey, a moral principle 
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which flings its “ought” to the world irrespective of 
what the world at any moment “is,” which refuses to 
have its ends roughhewn by the critical test of experi¬ 
mental living, mistakes personal caprice or the dead 
weight of tradition for immutable first principles. In 
the eyes of some, this makes his philosophy “opportun¬ 
istic,” “acquiescent,” and “apologetic.” But Dewey 
has always maintained that no pattern of conduct in 
any situation marked by doubt, crisis, or conflict should 
be sanctioned merely by habit and use; value and jus¬ 
tification depend upon what intelligence discloses about 
the possibilities of improving that conduct. In the eyes 
of others, this makes him a Utopian. Where Dewey 
writes there are no standards or goods above criticism, 
some read him as if he denied the existence or necessity 
of any standards. Where he insists that ideals must 
have a natural basis both in human need and the possi¬ 
bilities of the social order, some hear him say in sub¬ 
stance, “Whatever is, is right.” Where Dewey cautions: 
Don’t be too sure about your goal unless it can guide 
you at least a little way ahead so that you can take 
another reading—they complain: Dewey tells us how to 
get ten steps ahead, but he does not tell us where and 
what the goal is. As if the problem were not to deter¬ 
mine what the goal should be! As if we could have a 
genuine idea of where a goal was without it making 
a difference to the steps taken to reach it! Where 
Dewey urges that the needs at the heart of conflicting 
moral demands be brought into the light in order to 
discover to what extent they may be harmonized by 
appropriate action, his method is damned as a tech¬ 
nique of liberal compromise. Where he points out that 
sometimes the appropriate action may involve a long 


142 


John Dewey 

time change and basic alterations in a situation, he 
frightens conservatives. 


The common assumption behind all of these criticisms 
is that there are intrinsic ends or values whose ethical 
quality does not depend upon the means required to 
achieve them. It is necessary therefore to consider in a 
little more detail Dewey’s theory of the continuity of 
means and ends. 

Ordinarily, when an individual is called upon to ex¬ 
plain a particular action, he invokes some justifying 
end. The end justifies the act as a means even if it 
turns out that the means do not achieve the end. The 
discussion about the adequacy of this or that particular 
set of means is carried on with the end as a fixed point, 
the assumption being that as far as the end is con¬ 
cerned it matters little what the means are. Out of this 
attitude there develops the view expressed in the popu¬ 
lar maxims: “The end justifies the means” or “The 
end justifies the use of any means (provided only it is 
successful).” Deliberation about the means is often con¬ 
sidered as no part of an ethical action but rather a 
mechanical task, more or less difficult, of carrying out 
a decision already made, whose ethical validity is pre¬ 
supposed before concern with means begins. So much 
presupposed that often someone else is entrusted with 
the problem of finding the means, which appear as no 
more than a detail—even if an important one—to those 
who have framed the ends. 

Yet the irresponsible character of such a procedure 
lies at hand. After all, how do we know what a man’s 
“end” actually is? By what he tells us? Or by what he 
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sets out to do and the consequences of his doing? How 
do we know what our own ends really are? Words may 
come glibly in answer, but there are few who will not 
admit to uncertainty and irresolution until a process 
of deliberation has been completed. But what is there 
to deliberate about if the immediate quality of an end 
is its ethical justification? As soon as we begin to 
answer these questions, we see, says Dewey, that we do 
not know the meaning of an end without some notion 
of the means necessary to reach it. We cannot sin¬ 
cerely will an end, if we are intelligent, and not will 
the means required to bring it about. Only those who 
are wedded to an introspective psychology and a non- 
empirical theory of meaning can deny this. 

When we ask: What means does any declared end 
commit us to? a number of things sometimes happen. 
We may find that the consequences of using the re¬ 
quired means make impossible the existence of other 
ends which we had assumed to be compatible with the 
declared end. A man’s fortune may be saved at the 
cost of his honor; the price of loyalty to an organiza¬ 
tion may be the surrender of intellectual integrity. 
“The end justifies the means” suddenly appears as 
equivalent to the belief that “this end justifies the sac¬ 
rifice of all other ends,” a type of fanaticism which 
borders on insanity. For normally human beings have 
irreducibly plural ends which they refuse to sacrifice 
on the altar of one great End. Unless we are super¬ 
naturalists, we can always ask the same kind of ques¬ 
tions about the great End as about lesser ones. 

Schematically, we may indicate the basic fallacy of 
the dictum that the end justifies the means as follows: 
We bring to every situation a set of ends or ideals 
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which have established themselves as desirable because 
of previous reflective experience. Let us call them A, 
B, C, D, E. . . . By isolating one end A and invoking 
it to justify any means that will bring it about, or 
that promises to bring it about, we find that we are 
committed to doing b', c', d', e'. . . which violate our 
other ends or values B, C, D, E. . . . Since it is almost 
always the case that any one end is correlated with 
some other, which is violated when we act on the prin¬ 
ciple that anything is permissible by way of means, 
even the originally isolated sanctifying end A is rarely 
achieved in the form that had been anticipated. To a 
civilized person, no value is worth pursuing, no victory 
is worth winning, for which we are prepared to sacri¬ 
fice all other values of experience. 

In searching for means we may discover that our de¬ 
clared end is such that no available methods or means 
seem likely to achieve it. In that case we have a fancy 
or wish which, no matter how pleasing, does not relieve 
us of the responsibility for continuing the quest for an 
end that promises to give us some leverage in bringing 
it about. What is brought about we may call the end- 
in-fact; what we proclaim we want to bring about, we 
may call the end-in-view. In this world, what is actually 
brought about—the end-in-fact—does not depend upon 
the end-in-view, the declared goal, but is causally de¬ 
termined by the physical and social means employed to 
implement the end-in-view. The means and the conse¬ 
quences of the means are literally part of the end-in¬ 
fact. Insofar as we can foresee them, they are also part 
of the end-in-view. If we reaffirm an end-in-view in the 
light of the foreseen consequences of the means which 
seem to be integral with it, we have begun the process 
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of criticism of our end. We have chosen intelligently, 
even if experience compels us to revise our conceptions 
of the required means or the desired end or both. In the 
course of action, means and ends act as checks upon 
each other in the same way as observational data and 
hypothesis function in relation to each other. 

Utopianism consists in projecting an end-in-view 
without concern for the specific instrumentalities by 
which the end-in-view is to be embodied in an end-in¬ 
fact. Sectarianism consists in a dogmatic insistence 
that some one set of means necessarily must be adopted 
to reach the end-in-view independently of the empirical 
evidence available that the chosen set of means is inef¬ 
fectual. Fanaticism is the ruthless effort to achieve a 
desired end-in-view by any means and at any cost to 
oneself and others. Opportunism in the pejorative sense 
is the use of the nearest means at hand that promises 
an easy advantage without reference to the end-in¬ 
view. Opportunism is sometimes the form taken by a 
frustrated fanaticism. 

Dewey’s theory of the continuity of means and ends 
has a very sharp cutting edge, as we shall later see, in 
the field of social philosophy. Here it is necessary to 
safeguard it against some typical misunderstandings. 
To say that means and ends mutually determine each 
other does not imply that at any two points in the 
process of moral action the same quality will be found. 
To dance with ease may be an end achievable only by 
the most rigorous training at the beginning. The buoy¬ 
ancy of good health may be attained only by a monot¬ 
onous regime. The quality of the action at the outset 
and the finish differs, but the functional relationship 
between the end and the means at any two points in the 
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process of activity is always the same when the action 
is intelligently executed. That is to say, the means are 
actually of a kind that lead to this end with greater 
economy than any other means available at the time; 
the end-in-fact, insofar as it is a consequence of the 
means used, is the end desired or the end-in-view. 

Sometimes it is asserted that we undoubtedly approve 
of the end and disapprove of the means necessary to 
secure it. For example, all of us would like to have 
sound teeth, but certainly no one likes the painful 
drilling which is often necessary to get sound teeth. 
Is not the end good and the means bad? Here the con¬ 
fusion lies in identifying the immediate quality of liking 
or not liking with the judgment of approval or disap¬ 
proval. In any course of action, approved or not, there 
are some parts we like (dislike) more than others. Pull¬ 
ing in the fish is more fun than digging for bait (if 
that is the only way we can get it). For some people, 
the preparation leading up to an event is more exciting 
than the consummation. But intelligent approval or 
disapproval has as its object not the isolated phases of 
an action in which the means are necessary to the end 
and vice versa, but the action as a whole, or that seg¬ 
ment of the action which is relatively complete. In the 
illustration considered, I dislike the drilling as means 
and enjoy the sound teeth as a realized end. But it 
doesn’t make sense, on any behavioristic view, to say I 
approve of sound teeth but disapprove of the drilling 
necessary to get it. I either approve or disapprove of 
the entire process. Any intelligent judgment made about 
it will take note of the varying qualities of the phases 
of the process as well as of all other relevant factors, 
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such as the expense and time involved, the consequences 
of neglecting the treatment, etc. 

May we not legitimately distinguish, it is sometimes 
asked, between certain temporary or transitional means 
of reaching an ultimate or permanent goal and the na¬ 
ture of a goal once achieved? The distinction lies in 
differentiating between the merely instrumental—the 
transitional means—which has no moral quality, and 
the ultimate or permanent goal, which has. Of all the 
vicious illusions that may be entertained about the rela¬ 
tionship between means and ends, according to Dewey, 
this is the most vicious. To begin with, the terms “tran¬ 
sitional” and “ultimate” in this connection are com¬ 
pletely question begging. Are the means “transitional,” 
say, like the scaffolding of a building, or are they like 
the elevators which, although used in the construction 
of a building, remain a permanent part of it? More 
important is the fact that the character of the goal 
“ultimately” reached depends completely upon the char¬ 
acter of the “transitional” instruments used. Not that 
the aesthetic quality is the same, but rather that the 
end actually achieved, the end-in-fact, is the result of 
the whole series of “transitional” states which precede 
it, and nothing more . The moral quality attaches to the 
instruments or means as well as the end, to the transi¬ 
tional steps and to what eventuates from them. Usually 
the insistence upon the distinction between transitional 
periods and other periods from and to which they are 
transitional, is motivated by a desire to enjoy a moral 
holiday during a time period which is indefinitely elas¬ 
tic. It is a demand made for unlimited credit in the 
“benevolent” intentions of those who have power, in¬ 
tentions not subject to test by what is actually done 
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before everybody’s eyes during the transitional period 
but which are presumably revealed in what those who 
have power say , and in the consoling myths and 
ideologies whose precise function is to discount the 
refuting evidence of experience. 


The bearing of all this for a theory of social and 
political action hardly requires elaboration. All social 
ideals and philosophies which are not rhetorical devices 
to keep men in ignorance and subjection must be re¬ 
garded as hypotheses or plans of action, and judged, 
like all other plans, by their consequences, their costs, 
and their achievements. How sharp the cutting edge of 
this approach is when applied to the tissue of present- 
day social problems we shall see in the next chapter. 


Chapter 


mm 

THE GOOD SOCIETY 


a N one form or another all the classic figures in an¬ 
cient and modern philosophy have been concerned 
with the nature of the good society. The perplexities, 
fears, and hopes of their time, and of the groups with 
which they associated themselves, enter even into meta¬ 
physical constructions whose speculative towers are 
lost in the sky. The task of tracing the influence of 
social problems, traditional allegiances, the pressures 
of political need and interest on abstract philosophic 
thought is rendered difficult by the apparent uncon¬ 
sciousness of most professional philosophers to the fo¬ 
cal social questions of their age. 

In John Dewey the concern with specific social prob¬ 
lems and with the development of a social philosophy 
directly relevant to them is as clear as day. His start ¬ 
in g point is empir ical—the recog niti on of the existence 
of conflicts between groups, classes, nations, races, in¬ 
stitutions. In approaching these conflicts he. ref:usjes-Jx> 
recognize^any^validity in. the., timeworn opposition be.- 
tween the social and the individual. His analysis of 
mind makes abundantly clear that to oppose, the-indi¬ 
vidual to society is to make an empt y conceptua l 
distinction. There is no mind, there is no individual, 
that measures itself as an independent entity over 
against society. Conflicts between individuals and 
groups of individuals there undoubtedly are and will be. 
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But ever y dem and made in such a confli ct has a social 
context , a meaning which alread y presupposes some 
form of associated behavior as something to be pre¬ 
served or changed. A scientific social philosophy begins 
at the point where “considerations of definite conflicts, 
at particular times and places (are) substituted for a 
general opposition between social and individual.” 

The exis tence of social conflicts, if the community is 
to survi ve, re quires an a uthority to settle conflicts . The 
easy opposition of freedom in the abstract to authority 
in the abstract is another illustration of defective social 
analysis. Historically, opposition to some specific op¬ 
pressive authority has led to the exaltation of the prin¬ 
ciple of freedom as something absolute. In order to 
liberate themselves from a specific set of restraints, men 
have sometimes formulated a philosophy which, taken 
literally, would mean a freedom from all restraint. 
Every cry for freedom, however, has been a demand not 
merely to shake off restraints but for power to do cer¬ 
tain things. Historically, the consequences of the 
freedom to do specific things have been such that a 
counterdemand for some authority to regulate and con¬ 
trol action has arisen. The counterdemand in turn is 
overgeneralized. In order to secure themselves from the 
excesses of certain specific freedoms, men formulate 
principles which, again taken literally, would justify the 
surrender of all freedom. It is obvious that, despite the 
effectiveness of slogans which counterpose freedom and 
authority, they cannot be seriously taken as extrinsic 
to each other. There never was a society in which some 
authority was not operative. A period of social chaos 
or crisis cannot be defined as one in which authority is 
absent but rather as one in which there is a struggle 
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between various authorities, the old and new, for domi¬ 
nation. 

There is authority and authority. Social conflicts 
may be settled by invoking a sacred dogma. They may 
be settled by appealing to a tradition, custom, or fixed 
law. They may be settled by ruthless exercise of force. 
Or by nonviolent but none the less effective forms of 
coercion, as in industrial disputes. Sometimes, when 
they do not cut too deep into vital social processes, 
they may not be settled at all. When we look around in 
the world today we find that social conflicts are by and 
large settled by forms of authority whose consequences 
are waste of natural and human resources, frustration 
of creative impulse, and intensification of material and 
psychological insecurity out of which the paranoic 
hates of fascism, brown, red, and black, develop. 

The heart of Dewey’s social philosophy is the pro¬ 
posal to substitute for the existing modes of social 
authority the authority of scientific method. Taken 
independently of Dewey’s other doctrines, there is a 
bewildering simplicity about this proposal. It impresses 
some like an invitation to go prospecting for water 
while the house is burning. Others do not see even that 
much virtue in it. Scientific method as a means of re¬ 
solving social conflict is not as effective as water in 
extinguishing fire; it is more like trying to put out rag¬ 
ing flames by gently blowing on them. We shall try to 
determine what merit there is in these and similar ob¬ 
jections after the complete argument is stated. 

That scientific method is the only reliable source of 
authority in resolving conflicts of belief about the 
nature of the physical world, hardly anyone will doubt. 
Even those who are most vehement in denying the rele- 
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vance of scientific method to moral and social ends 
admit that the question of the means by which ends are 
to be effectively implemented is a scientific one. The 
invalidity of the sharp separation between ends and 
means has already been demonstrated in the previous 
chapter, but we will not introduce its conclusions at this 
point to cut the discussion short. It is also noteworthy 
to observe that there is a whole group of social philoso¬ 
phies which do not deny, in theory, that at some future 
time social conflicts will be resolved by scientific meth¬ 
ods. What they do deny is that certain fundamental 
conflicts today can be resolved scientifically. In relation 
to these conflicts, they assert, Dewey’s proposal is as 
useless as the preachments of the philosophy of love. 

The implications of the admission that scientific 
method is relevant to means, and on the part of many 
that in the future it will settle conflicts of ends (Dewey, 
we shall see, is not so certain), are enormous. For 
among the implications is a recognition of the fact that 
at least in some sectors of experience, authority and 
freedom do live in a happy and fruitful marriage. The 
nature of scientific method is such that it allows full 
freedom of inquiry to any individual, no matter what 
his race, nationality, religion, or creed, and at the same 
time, without any form of coercion, achieves an impres¬ 
sive agreement of belief through a set of common 
conclusions that provides a further basis for free intel¬ 
lectual enterprise. We can hardly improve upon 
Dewey’s own statement of those features of scientific 
inquiry which make it a working mode of the union of 
freedom and authority: 

“In spite of science’s dependence for its development 
upon the free initiative, invention and enterprise of 
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individual inquirers, the authority of science issues from 
and is based upon collective activity, cooperatively or¬ 
ganized. Even when, temporarily, the ideas put forth 
by individuals have sharply diverged from received be¬ 
liefs, the method used in science has been a public and 
open method which succeeded and could succeed only as 
it tended to produce agreement, unity of belief among 
all who labored in the same field. Every scientific in¬ 
quirer, even when he deviates most widely from current 
ideas, depends upon methods and conclusions that are 
a common possession and not of private ownership, 
even though all the methods and conclusions may at 
some time have been initially the product of private 
invention. The contribution the scientific inquirer 
makes is collectively tested and developed. In the 
measure that it is cooperatively confirmed, it becomes a 
part of the common fund of the intellectual common¬ 
wealth.” 

That the extension of this method of authority to 
other areas of life is desirable, here and now, few would 
deny. That the obstacles to its introduction are for¬ 
midable is also undeniable. For Dewey, the primary 
obstacles are institutional. By considering what they 
are we shall be able to understand those principles of 
Dewey’s social philosophy which have a direct bearing 
upon the focal social and political questions of modern 
society. Afterward we shall examine the opposing con¬ 
tention that the very existence of conflicting interests 
necessarily rules out any possibility of organized in¬ 
telligence—or the method of experiment—as the source 
of social authority. 

The most obvious obstacle to the use of social intelli¬ 
gence on the widest scale is the existence of political 
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institutions which, by concentrating power in the hands 
of a few, erect as a fixed end the interests of those who 
control the strongest battalions. Freedom of social in¬ 
quiry and the widest distribution of the results of such 
inquiry cannot take place in a society where a group, a 
class, a party, a church have a monopoly of political 
power. It halts or rather is halted just at the point 
where it threatens to expose, and therefore to weaken, 
the holders of power. The widest use of organized in¬ 
telligence is possible, therefore, only in a truly demo¬ 
cratic society. Possible in such a society because it 
provides greater opportunity for mutual consultation, 
active participation by all adult minds affected by so¬ 
cial policy, voluntary acceptance of checks and 
controls—in short, institutional analogues of the sci¬ 
entific process. Dewey is careful not to suggest that 
democratic societies as they are at present constituted 
are the only ones in which science can flourish or that 
scientific discoveries cannot be made in undemocratic 
societies. After all, despite the mechanisms of demo¬ 
cratic government, freedom of inquiry has often been 
abridged; and the scientific renaissance in the Western 
world began before the emergence of political democ¬ 
racy. What Dewey means is that the scientific temper 
toward questions of social policy, and not merely to¬ 
ward questions of physical control, demands a demo¬ 
cratic society for its fullest realization. 

Why cannot authoritarian governments adopt a sci¬ 
entific approach to social policy? The assumption that 
they can is often made by technocrats who believe in 
government by engineers, and by “hard-boiled social 
realists” who urge that since some form of minority rule 
is inescapable anyhow, the rule of benevolent despots, 
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pictured as humane professional politicians or social 
psychiatrists, is the nearest we can come to good gov¬ 
ernment. Some apologists of the totalitarian regimes 
of Hitler and Stalin have even defended the suppression 
of political democracy in Germany and Russia on the 
ground that its presence is incompatible with the four- 
year and five-year “experiments . 55 Once these plans are 
begun, they argue, only traitors would experiment with 
the experiment: even in a laboratory a scientist would 
not permit anyone to tamper with his experiment before 
it was through. 

What is overlooked in this position is the relation 
between the ends of social policy and the objective so¬ 
cial needs which the policy is supposed to meet. An end 
may be carried out as scientifically as an execution and 
with the same consequences upon the bodies of the ex¬ 
perimental victims. A scientifically chosen social end is 
one which promises to fulfill certain social needs. These 
needs are to be found in the living and cultural condi¬ 
tions of the individuals who constitute the community; 
and whether or not an adopted policy fulfills these needs 
can be determined only by those who are affected by 
this policy. There is good scientific warrant for the 
homely wisdom of the democrat that those who wear 
the shoe know best where it pinches. A scientifically 
chosen end, therefore, is one chosen by democratic con¬ 
census after free and public deliberation open to all 
whose needs set the problems for public policy. In the 
course of this deliberation it becomes clear which needs 
are to be met by the social experiment as well as their 
order of priority. A scientifically tested social experi¬ 
ment is one in which those who suffer its results for 
good or ill on their own bodies, not only have a share 
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in producing these results but in evaluating them. They 
must also have the power to send the directors of the 
experiment packing if they disapprove of the results. 
To speak, then, of the German and Russian four- and 
five-year plans as scientific experiments, when their 
basic objectives were laid down by a minority group 
within a minority party dictatorship, and submitted 
for formal approval after every voice of opposition had 
been stilled by terror —is to speak a bloody jest. 

The second obstacle to the use of organized intelli¬ 
gence as a method of resolving conflicts so as to maxi¬ 
mize the effective freedoms of individuals, is economic. 
Where economic arrangements are such that they gen¬ 
erate periodic and widespread insecurity and fear, give 
men disproportionate power over other men by con¬ 
trolling the material means by which they live, produce 
tensions and antagonisms between nations which burst 
forth into conflagrations that threaten the whole struc¬ 
ture of society—two pertinent conclusions may be 
drawn. The first is that political democracy itself can¬ 
not long endure, and that even its existing forms must 
work badly, so long as economic want is general. The 
second is that in the light of available scientific knowl¬ 
edge and techniques there is not a shadow of justifica¬ 
tion for the systematic waste of men and materials and 
the enforced restriction of production and consumption 
which are indigenous features of capitalist economy. 
The very facts that the fruits of scientific discovery 
are applied to industry only insofar as they can jus¬ 
tify themselves in terms of profit and war, that their 
serviceability in gratifying genuine social needs is sec¬ 
ondary, that it is possible to stake out a claim to 
private and exclusive use of what has been won by the 
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methods of a common scientific heritage—are sufficient 
to condemn our economic system from the point of 
view of anyone who would take the rationale of scien¬ 
tific method as a guide to social practice. 

It is now clear why, after a long study of the work¬ 
ings of the economic order, John Dewey believes that 
socialization of the basic instruments of production is 
necessary in the interest of organized intelligence. To 
establish the proper social conditions for the widest 
use of the experimental method, and for the effective 
freedom of all individuals to do socially productive 
work, requires more than the ad hoc palliatives of either 
the Old Deal or the New. It involves facing “the prob¬ 
lem of remaking a profit system into a system con¬ 
ducted not just, as is sometimes said, in the interest of 
consumption, important as that is, but also in the in¬ 
terest of positive and enduring opportunity for pro¬ 
ductive and creative activity and all that that signifies 
for the development of the potentialities of human na¬ 
ture.” The new liberalism for Dewey cannot stop with 
tacking on pieces of social legislation to an economy 
in the throes of crisis, measures which in other countries 
failed to stop the march of totalitarianism. “The cause 
of liberalism will be lost for a considerable period if it 
is not prepared to go further and socialize the forces of 
production, now at hand, so that the liberty of indi¬ 
viduals will be supported by the very structure of 
economic organization.” 

This last quotation introduces an important theme in 
Dewey’s social philosophy. For it indicates how 
strongly Dewey feels his continuity with the abiding, 
because ever-freshly established, values of freedom, in¬ 
dividuality, and scientific enlightenment of the great 
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liberal tradition in the Western world. It also indicates 
his awareness that a socialized economy which does not 
incorporate the methods of scientific inquiry and the 
forms of democratic process into the very fabric of 
social life will result in a new despotism, all the more 
monstrous because of the enormous power that can be 
wielded when the productive plant of a nation is ra¬ 
tionalized. 

It is impossible to understand the philosophy and 
crisis of liberalism except historically. In a masterly 
analysis of the social and political philosophy of 
liberalism in his Liberalism and Social Action (a book 
which may very well be to the twentieth century what 
Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto was to the 
nineteenth), Dewey shows how the glorious ideals of 
early liberalism in relation to the specific historical 
conditions of the seventeenth to the nineteenth cen¬ 
turies, released personal and social forces from the re¬ 
straints of a decaying feudalism without being able to 
supply an integrating philosophy for the new capitalist 
culture which had replaced it. The ideals of early 
liberalism were: freedom, “the development of the in¬ 
herent capacities of individuals” made possible by free¬ 
dom, and the sovereignty of “free intelligence in inquiry, 
discussion and expression.” He shows further how the 
development of capitalist economy in effect frustrated 
these ideals. Their rhetorical shell became hypnotic 
catchwords to arrest further social development. In a 
powerful plea for a renascent liberalism, he argues that 
these ends can only be given concrete meaning and em¬ 
bodiment if they are understood in terms of the mate¬ 
rial means now at hand. If we are to escape from 
present and future regimentation of human beings, it 
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must be by regimenting the mechanical and productive 
forces of society. “Organized social planning, put into 
effect for the creation of an order in which industry is 
socially directed in behalf of institutions that provide 
the material basis for cultural liberation and growth of 
individuals, is now the sole method by which liberalism 
can realize its professed aims.” 


It is not a planned society with fixed goals imposed 
from above which Dewey regards as the good society 
but a “continuously 'planning .” society in which as much 
attention is given to preserving and extending civil and 
cultural liberties as increasing production norms. There 
is a planning for freedom as well as for plenty; and 
only the public recognition of the authority of scien¬ 
tific method in all spheres of conflict is competent to 
achieve it. The alternative to the social planning en¬ 
visaged by Dewey is drift, increasing insecurity, and 
the only kind of planning so far perfected—planning 
for war. Dewey does not minimize in the slightest the 
hosts of difficulties which will attend every effort to 
control a unified economy. He is alive to important 
problems which no ideal of scientific planning can settle 
in advance, such as the degree of centralization or de¬ 
centralization in industry, the relationship between 
private and co-operative farming, and the mechanisms 
of democratic control which must be worked out as 
safeguards against bureaucratic abuse of power. He 
does not attempt to solve these problems with a Uto¬ 
pian faith or a plausible formula but by an indication 
of what method to try if they are to be solved at all. 

The demand then that the authority of scientific 
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method be recognized as the only effective agency in the 
resolution of social conflicts is not as innocuous as it 
seems. It points the way to a program of action in 
behalf of a society whose basic economic structure is 
markedly different from that of the present. It links 
up the struggle for that program not with existing 
forms of totalitarianism but with the liberating ideals 
of American democracy. Accept for a moment with 
John Dewey the supremacy of the method of inquiry in 
resolving conflict, then you cannot escape accepting the 
consequence he draws: “The objective precondition of 
the complete and free use of the method of intelligence 
is a society in which class interests that recoil from 
social experimentation are abolished. It is incompatible 
with every social and political philosophy and activity 
and with every economic system which accepts the class 
organization and vested class interest of present so¬ 
ciety.” 

This does not mean that the use of the method of 
intelligence is to be postponed until a new social order 
is instituted. The practices of some advocates of the 
class struggle who profess to share the same “ultimate 
ideals” of John Dewey would seem to support this fan¬ 
tastic interpretation. For Dewey, the first task of in¬ 
telligence is the discovery of the concrete means to 
achieve the social ideal presupposed by its widest use. 
The consideration of the means and their consequences 
and of the alternative methods proposed to achieve the 
social ideal enables us to test its validity. Theoretically, 
although existing class society cripples the use of in¬ 
telligence at many points, it may endure even a worse 
fate in other social systems, especially if we note some 
of the methods that are recommended to bring the lat- 


161 


The Good Society 

ter about. To point to the evils of the existing order is 
therefore not enough. How do we know that the evils of 
the new order will not be even greater? That this is not 
an ungrounded fear is evidenced in what we can now 
observe in other parts of the world, particularly in 
Germany and Russia. At this point, we must briefly 
consider the relation of Dewey’s social philosophy to 
the doctrines of socialism, anarchism, and communism. 


The relation of experimentalism as a social philoso¬ 
phy to the revolutionary philosophies of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries is a question that has too many 
ramifications to be exhaustively treated here. A certain 
distinction must be made between the objective import 
of Dewey’s statements, and Dewey’s own consciousness 
of their import. As in the case of many other thinkers, 
the first usually takes us beyond the second. Here we 
wish to deal primarily with the social philosophy which 
Dewey himself is prepared to recognize as his own and 
not with its implications, no matter how reasonable, 
that would align him, if he were aware of them, with 
one or another political group. But even if we restrict 
ourselves to Dewey’s own recognition of the bearing of 
his social philosophy, there is a further difficulty in the 
fact that Dewey’s consciousness of his social philosophy 
has been enlarged. The turning point was the World 
War and its consequences. It requires no exegesis what¬ 
soever to show that Dewey’s present position is one that 
differs from democratic socialism only in name; nor was 
it merely as a gesture of protest that he actively cam¬ 
paigned for Norman Thomas in the last two presiden¬ 
tial elections. Yet his implicit criticisms of the 
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revolutionary systems of thought and practice indi¬ 
cates that none of the conventional labels of left-wing 
politics can be affixed to him. This is what we should 
expect about anyone faithful to the spirit of the ex¬ 
perimental philosophy. 

In trying to understand why Dewey never embraced 
the tenets of any of the conventional schools of radi¬ 
calism, it should be borne in mind that he evaluated 
them primarily as movements. It was as historical ex¬ 
pressions, as forms which they took in the contem¬ 
porary scenes of the last fifty years, that socialism, 
anarchism, and communism were judged. He was never 
moved to make an independent study of the theoretical 
writings from which these movements draw their phi¬ 
losophy, their program, and even their tactical recipes. 
He was quite content to accept on its face value the 
genealogical tree which each movement offered of its 
virtues and vices. Only someone educated in the family, 
so to speak, is concerned with genealogical questions, 
and Dewey, like most Americans of his time, was reared 
differently. Consequently Marxism for Dewey was what 
those who called themselves Marxists made of it; just 
as Marxists would say that Christianity is what those 
who call themselves Christians live by. 

Socialism, as Dewey knew it in its prewar days, was 
a movement with whose critique of the evils of capital¬ 
ism he was sympathetic. But he could never accept the 
set of dogmatic beliefs about history, man, and the in¬ 
evitable course of social development which accompan¬ 
ied it. A crude economic determinism, together with a 
prediction of a literal economic collapse, were applied 
in a wholesale and unqualified fashion to all events. 
There was no differential analysis of specific happen- 
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ings, no balancing of probabilities about future oc¬ 
currences, no adequate recognition of the role of human 
beings in bringing them about. In practice, despite its 
strenuous avowals of ultimate revolutionary aims, pre¬ 
war socialism (Social Democracy) was reformist in 
character. Although heartily in favor of most of these 
reforms, Dewey believed they could be more effectively 
embodied by a native “progressive” movement free from 
dogmas about a great historical apocalypse, and con¬ 
tinuous with American liberal tradition. 

The communist movement which took shape after the 
War had even less to recommend it. In Dewey’s eyes it 
made a fetishism of the conquest of political power, 
ostensibly in the name of a class, actually in behalf of 
a dictatorial group of “professional revolutionists.” In 
its struggle for power, it resorted to means which were 
better adapted to produce the opposite of its alleged 
goals than anything else. In its twists and turns of 
policy which ranged from an outright call to insurrec¬ 
tion by force of arms to a silly posturing of super- 
Americanism, and even to a public denial, whenever it 
was deemed opportune, of its own creed, he saw reflected 
the foreign policy of the Kremlin, not genuine concern 
for the needs of the American people. His own experi¬ 
ence with communists in the fields of labor, education, 
and civil liberties convinced him that save for certain 
irrelevant phraseological differences, their behavior was 
hardly distinguishable from that of their socially iden¬ 
tical twins—the Fascists and Nazis. 

Anarchism, as a belief in propaganda by the deed, he 
regarded as a form of social pathology. Anarchism as 
a belief in a society without any authority, he rejected 
as a romantic illusion. With anarchism as a faith in 
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the capacity of human beings to settle their differences 
without coercion, he was more sympathetic. But he 
interpreted this as a directive to use intelligence as a 
method of social reconstruction and authority so as to 
reduce the amount of coercion in the affairs of men, 
not as an absolute faith in a natural goodness of man 
uncorrupted by social arrangements. 

In all of the different revolutionary isms, even when 
he admired the courage and selfishness of some of their 
proponents, he was repelled by a fierce monism which 
clung to fixed ends as if they were the keys to heaven; 
by the uncritical tendency to generalize the means of 
implementing ends independently of specific, historical 
contexts; by rapid shifts from fanatical and ineffectual 
sectarianism to unprincipled opportunism. 

In two respects, however, Dewey did learn from the 
socialist movement. Despite the overemphasis on the 
controlling nature of economic conditions, its percep¬ 
tion of the social and economic forces operating to 
bring the United States into the World War was em¬ 
pirically more accurate than Dewey’s. On the basis of 
his experience of what happened to the democratic war 
aims of 1917, Dew r ey has become one of the most out¬ 
standing advocates of an American antiwar policy in 
the present-day crisis of Western civilization. Despite 
its benefit of theory, international socialism failed to 
prevent the World War or even, like Dewey, to oppose 
it. But at least it knew what the War was about. The 
second respect in which Dewey learned from the 
socialist movement was that under present conditions ex¬ 
perimental tinkering with money, credit, tariff, regula¬ 
tion of monopoly, etc., was not sufficiently fundamental 
to gratify the needs for security, employment, and a 
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decent standard of living for all Americans. “ ‘Reforms’ 
which deal now with this abuse and now with that with¬ 
out having a social goal based upon an inclusive plan, 
differ entirely from reforming, in its literal sense, the 
institutional scheme of things.” This is part of the 
wisdom of socialism and strikes a note quite different 
from what one hears in his earlier political writings. 
For the greater part of his life he was convinced by 
the evidence supplied by an expanding capitalism that 
its basic evils could be eliminated by traditional pro- 
gressivism. In 1929, however, before the depression 
broke, in a series of prescient articles, Dewey made the 
great turn. The diagnosis of the socialists was ad¬ 
mitted to be justified. Dewey had reached it by piece¬ 
meal analysis without waiting for the economic crash 
which drove so many unintelligent intellectuals, out of 
fear, to the ideological bomb shelters of a new doctrinal 
security, accepted as naively as the ones from which 
they had just fled. 

As far as the literature on the subject goes, the chief 
criticism of Dewey made from the point of view of his 
socialist critics is his underestimation of the necessity 
of the class struggle as the means of achieving the so¬ 
cial order presupposed by the untrammeled use of the 
method of intelligence. 

Only those who have not read Dewey can assert that 
he ignores the existence of class struggles in modern 
society. His emphasis, however, is upon class struggles 
in their plural form. Except on the basis of an arbi¬ 
trary definition, we must recognize struggles not only 
between capitalist and worker but between capitalist 
and capitalist, workers and workers, farmers, unem¬ 
ployed, etc. The existence of these struggles indicates 
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the existence of certain needs, lack, and wants in the 
living conditions of the great masses of producers and 
consumers. Insofar as class struggles are intelligently 
conducted, they must aim not only at improvement of 
conditions which have become intolerable but at the 
elimination of those institutional features of the econ¬ 
omy which are obstacles to the continuous improvement 
of living conditions made possible b}' modern technol¬ 
ogy. The real question, then, is not whether class 
struggles exist or whether these struggles are to be¬ 
come the instruments of their own elimination but 
rather how they are to be conducted . And here Dewey 
maintains that it is a great error to assume that class 
struggles must of necessity be of a violent character, 
that they necessarily must burst through the forms of 
the democratic process or inevitably develop into civil 
war, or that there is such a thing as “the law of the 
class struggle” which gives a blanket justification to 
any method of beating an opponent. He denies that all 
great social changes of the past have been effected only 
by violent upheavals and argues that even if it were so 
in the past this does not by itself rule out the possi¬ 
bility of successful nonviolent action in the present. 

The method of intelligence must investigate the evi¬ 
dence at hand in the present. After all, everyone admits 
that changes accomplished peacefully, even if noisily, 
are preferable to changes wrought by violence. Violence 
is only justified when it is used to stop or head off the 
danger of greater violence. The destruction loosed by a 
civil war in a highly technological society may be so 
extensive that a common ruin may befall all contending 
parties. For these and other reasons, Dewey affirms 
that only a dogmatic unintelligence will prejudge the 
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question in advance and forego the attempt to broaden 
and use the actual mechanisms of political democracy 
to introduce social change. A fixed belief in the inevi¬ 
tability of violence is an illustration of such dogmatic 
unintelligence and contributes to bringing about the 
state of affairs which it later uses as an ex post facto 
justification for its own acts of violence. 

The experimental method applied to the problem of 
bringing about the objective social conditions for its 
widest use is not to be identified with the method of 
sweet and ineffectual reasonableness, as its political de¬ 
tractors assert. There are other alternatives to sweet 
and ineffectual reasonableness than espousal of the 
inevitability of ruthless civil war. Those who justify the 
latter on the ground that it is a necessary form of 
social surgery blind themselves by a defective and pre¬ 
sumptuous analogy. They assume that we have com¬ 
parable scientific knowledge in deciding when surgery 
is necessary; they forget that a surgical operation is 
performed in civilized societies only with the freely 
given consent of the patient or his guardians; they 
blithely assume that they will be the surgeons and not 
the victims of the surgery. What the alternatives are 
depends upon a study—a difficult but imperative study 
—of each historical situation. “As far as experience 
and reflection indicate that pacific measures are most 
likely to be effective, the (experimental) philosophy is 
pacifist; where the reverse is indicated by the best avail¬ 
able knowledge of actual conditions, it is revolution¬ 
ary.” 

Insofar as the argument from recent history is rele¬ 
vant, Dewey claims that it is on his side, not on the 
side of his revolutionary critics. For in every country 
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of the world their methods have failed, and in the one 
country in the world where they have taken power, the 
results have been a ghastly travesty of socialist ideals. 
The simple fact is that we have less knowledge about 
the effective methods of achieving political consent and 
power than we imagine. This calls not for retreat into 
acquiescence or for desperate adventures but for an 
intelligent action that explores every promising avenue 
of co-operation and struggle, and learns from experi¬ 
ence. Dewey himself has learned from experience. He 
gave up his belief that the major political parties could 
be weaned away from their allegiance to capitalism. In 
the light of the N.R.A. and the New Deal, he has 
abandoned his belief that the objective needs of the 
American people can be adequately fulfilled by a “co¬ 
ordinating and directing council” of representatives of 
big business, government officials, and labor leaders. 
This suggestion, made by Dewey in 1929, became the 
basis of the first New Deal. In action it resulted in 
making the strong stronger and the weak weaker. 
Today Dewey believes that independent political action 
by an alliance of all workers, farmers, and members of 
the professions is the first step in the democratic march 
to power necessary to introduce long-overdue social 
changes. 


The discussion of the ways and means of implement¬ 
ing a social program is so often carried on in the hectic 
atmosphere of factional controversy that participants 
are more interested in refuting a position than in un¬ 
derstanding it. There is no other explanation of the 
attempts that have been made to portray Dewey as a 
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pacifist and, when this does not stand up, as one who 
would lame militant struggle for a better world by in¬ 
voking “eternal principles of morality.” These two 
points must be considered separately. 

If pacifism is a doctrine which makes a fetish of 
nonresistance or passive resistance at all times and at 
any price, then it follows at once from his ethical theory 
that he cannot be a pacifist. But he refuses to grant 
that the only alternative to pacifism is “putchism” or 
minority insurrection in behalf of “good causes.” There 
are situations in history in which revolutions are justi¬ 
fied. As an American democrat, he could not consist¬ 
ently be opposed to all revolutions without repudiating 
the American Revolution, in whose fire the American 
nation was forged. He believes, however, that existing 
democratic processes in America, as defective as they 
are in certain respects, make it possible to win over a 
majority of the people to a program of basic socializa¬ 
tion. He does not believe in imposing such a program 
on the nation by force; nor even in the attempt to 
carry it out behind the backs of the electorate, as some 
“political realists” have proposed, by substituting it 
for some other program on which confidence has origi¬ 
nally been won. He insists that the issue be put squarely 
before the people as a whole and is content to abide by 
any decision made in any situation in which there is no 
monopoly of political power or propaganda. Nothing 
short of this can satisfy any sincere democrat. 

In his Liberalism and Social Action , Dewey reminds 
his revolutionary critics that both Marx and Engels 
maintained that in England and America the program 
of socialization could be achieved peacefully through 
normal democratic processes. Once, however, a majority 
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mandate has been secured for such a program, any 
effort to nullify it by force should be sternly met by 
force. Otherwise the community would be at the mercy 
of any resolute minority of armed men. Together with 
Marx, Dewey believes that in America things need not 
come to such a pass. He is prepared to go a long way 
to placate, compromise with, and even buy off a recalci¬ 
trant minority, on the ground that it is cheaper than 
civil war. He is hopeful about the possibility that 
America can make a peaceful transition to a socialized 
economy. 

It is hard to see how anyone except a fanatic can 
fail to share in Dewey’s gallant hope. The only point 
at which criticism is legitimate is in his evaluation of 
the probabilities. The differences reduce themselves to 
an issue of fact. Will the overlords of American 
industrial and financial life accept a democratically 
arrived-at decision? Or will they attempt or abet a 
proslavery rebellion? No matter how one answers 
these questions, since we cannot be sure one way or the 
other and since so much depends upon it, it is a neces¬ 
sary part of political wisdom to be prepared for every 
eventuality. In the light of recent events in Europe, 
even in the light of American history, there does not 
seem to be much ground for optimism. But at any rate 
the majority must safeguard itself against being taken 
unawares, and organize its power to a point where po¬ 
tential insurrectionists would be discouraged. Dewey 
would be the first to admit that it is intelligent to be 
prepared and that there is no reason why those who 
believe in democracy should be unintelligent. Those who 
tax him with pacifism really take issue with his accept¬ 
ance of the democratic process. 
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If Dewey is no pacifist, he is still less “a professional 
revolutionist” prepared to resort to any means that 
will further the transfer of power from one group to 
another. The “professional revolutionist” may speak of 
democracy, freedom, peace, security; but these are ad¬ 
mittedly agitational slogans, scheduled to be discarded 
as soon as they threaten to limit the power of the 
self-appointed guardians of the revolution. 

In a very interesting analysis Dewey has laid bare 
the methodological fallacy of every political doctrine 
which proclaims that “the welfare of the revolution is 
the supreme law” or, as it is sometimes put, “revolu¬ 
tionary necessity knows no law.” The best representa¬ 
tives of this position begin with a declaration with 
which few would differ. They assert that morally any¬ 
thing is justified which “increases man’s power over 
nature and decreases man’s power over man.” It is then 
argued that these ends can most effectively be furthered 
by a change in the relations of production which de¬ 
fines the content of a social revolution. But they couple 
with this doctrine another, according to which it is 
“the law of the class struggle” which determines the 
means that are to be employed to bring about a revo¬ 
lution and to preserve it. When a concrete case arises, 
by shifting from the first position to the second, the 
responsibility for the means used in the struggle is 
thrust on an alleged “law” working itself out inevitably 
to a revolutionary victory. Instead of presenting con¬ 
crete evidence that any particular set of means does 
in fact lead “to the increase of man’s power over na¬ 
ture and the decrease of man’s power over man,” the 
law of the class struggle is invoked as a blanket justi¬ 
fication for the use of any means. At most it is argued 
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that these means will lead to “our victory.” This may 
be granted, but whether a victory achieved by these 
means will in fact further the ends-in-view instead of 
their opposite—that is the question! It is a question 
that Dewey believes can be decided only by intelligent 
analysis in each historical situation, not by appealing 
to an unanalyzed dogma of the class struggle nor by 
falling back on “eternal principles of morality” what¬ 
ever they are. 

It is a form of metaphysical mysticism or arrogant 
conceit or both to argue that any means that will give 
“us” victory necessarily will lead to a better society. 
Means are more significant, even if less eloquent, than 
intentions; and it is the quality of institutions rather 
than the quality of the personality of a leader which 
basically determines the weal or woe of a people. 


Will the method of intelligence succeed in resolving 
conflicts in any society where other methods have 
failed? Dewey does not answer with a categorical af¬ 
firmative. In view of the failure and cost of other meth¬ 
ods, he urges that the least we can do is to try it out. 
There are others, however, who answer the question 
categorically in the negative. The method of intelli¬ 
gence must fail, they assert because conflicts of inter¬ 
ests are not arbitrable on scientific grounds. The very 
existence of interests means that no rational adjust¬ 
ment of interests is possible. For interests are not 
truth-claims but forms of psychological and economic 
power. Let us listen to the criticism of Reinhold Nie¬ 
buhr on the “pathos” of Dewey’s liberalism: “It does 
not recognize the relation of social and economic inter- 
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est to the play of intelligence upon social problems. It 
does not perceive the perennial and inevitable character 
of the subordination of reason to interest in the social 
struggle. Its ideal of a ‘freed intelligence 5 expects a 
degree of rational freedom from the particular interests 
and perspectives of those who think about social prob¬ 
lems, which is incompatible with the very constitution 
of human nature . 55 

Far from failing to recognize the relation of interest 
to the play of intelligence upon social problems, Dewey 
defines social problems in terms of conflicts of interest. 
Since thinking to a purpose always refers to a prob¬ 
lem, thinking about social problems cannot escape 
concern with interests. To speak of “the inevitable sub¬ 
ordination of reason to interest in the social struggle 55 
is to assume both that everybody already knows what 
his genuine interests are before subjecting them to 
critical analysis, and that no conflict of interests has 
ever been reasonably adjusted. Indeed Niebuhr’s posi¬ 
tion proves too much. If it is part of “the very consti¬ 
tution of human nature 55 to subordinate all conceptions 
of the reasonable to a brutely given interest, itself not 
subject to evaluation, all social policies are equally 
arbitrary. Niebuhr’s own social program, then, would 
have no more objective validity than that of Hitler’s 
or Stalin’s which he condemns. But he denies that his 
espousal of it as “better 55 is only another way of saying 
that it is his. Certainly, where conflicts of interest are 
irreducible there is no alternative but to compromise or 
fight just as men must do when they face tigers and 
mad dogs. But how do we know in advance of reflective 
analysis that the basic needs of men are so utterly 
different that any set of conflicting interests are 
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irreducible? How do we know that no institutional ar¬ 
rangements are possible which will provide for the 
gratification of some inclusive set of social interests? 
How do we know in advance that in the light of these 
inclusive social interests the different interests in 
original conflict may not be modified to a point where 
the conflicts but not the differences disappear? Niebuhr 
knows all this in advance because he knows in advance 
what “the very constitution of human nature” is. The 
unalterability of human nature once more! Pull out 
this false psychological prop and the argument col¬ 
lapses. 

The Utopian Marxist believes that once present class 
conflicts are eliminated, the future will be like heaven 
where everyone sings according to his capacity and is 
measured for a harp and halo according to his need. 
The realistic Marxist believes that once production is 
democratically socialized, future conflicts between men 
are more likely to be settled without the bloody 
struggles that are a feature of present-day culture. 
Dewey here is much closer to the realistic Marxist than 
Niebuhr. (Marxism is not present-day Communism; nor 
is it Bolshevik-Leninism.) Leaving aside certain second¬ 
ary differences of terminology, it seems to me that, were 
realistic Marxists prepared to submit their methods 
of achieving democratic socialism to serious scientific 
criticism, and were Dewey prepared to work out a 
more detailed program of political action with refer¬ 
ence to the social and economic relations of the cur¬ 
rent scene, their positions would converge on a set 
of common hypotheses leading to common activities. 

There remains the question of the sense in which we 
can speak of a social “experiment.” One can have cheap 


175 


The Good Society 

sport with the ideal of social experimentation by 
imagining that an experiment in social affairs is to be 
conducted like an experiment in a laboratory. In many 
fields of study ranging from astronomy to geology to 
the historical disciplines, it is possible to reach scien¬ 
tific conclusions, even though it is impossible to estab¬ 
lish the controlled variation of the laboratory experi¬ 
ment. The experimental method in social affairs is 
present wherever a critical use is made of the method 
of agreement and difference. Since the subject matter of 
the social sciences is different from that of the physical 
sciences and enormously more complex, it is necessary 
to work out special techniques of observation, and to 
content oneself with a relevant degree of probability as 
far as conclusions are concerned. But the logic of in¬ 
quiry is the same. 

Dewey’s proposal is that we regard every social 
policy as a plan or hypothesis to be tested by observ¬ 
able consequences which bear on the problem we have 
set out to solve. Which plan or hypothesis to put to a 
test is to be determined not by an edict of a pope, or 
Fiihrer, or Beloved Leader, but only by the deliberative 
processes of a democratic society. Whether the policy 
has been successful is again to be determined by the 
reports of those members of the community who are 
affected by the results of the experiment. Provided the 
experimental planning is carried on within the frame¬ 
work of a democratic society, there is no objection to 
the fact that systematic control of certain aspects of 
the behavior of all individuals in the community for a 
limited period is instituted. Cut Dewey’s advocacy of 
the method of experiment out of its democratic con¬ 
text, as some sly apologists of totalitarianism have 


176 


John Dewey 

done, and you then get the suggestion that what Dewey 
is proposing is that human beings be treated like rats 
in a maze for the benefit of an experimental psycholo¬ 
gist. 

Already in some fields of personal relationship a be¬ 
ginning has been made in the use of the experimental 
method to remove some obstructions to the effective 
functioning of men and women in relation to their social 
environment. Since Dewey believes that the gravest ob¬ 
structions to the development of integrated personali¬ 
ties flow from deficiencies in the institutions which 
constitute their environment, he proposes to extend the 
experimental method to the field of social relationships. 
The willingness to undertake the task, the risk, and the 
high adventure of building an experimental and experi¬ 
menting democracy, depends in part upon the habits of 
thought and action, which it is the function of educa¬ 
tion to develop. It is therefore not surprising that 
Dewey’s social philosophy is also a philosophy of edu¬ 
cation. 


Chapter 


m 

THE FRONTIERS OF EDUCATION 


^\S every informed person knows, John Dewey’s 
tf^philosophy has borne its most immediate practical 
fruits in the field of education. His ideas have marched 
into the classrooms of public and private schools, even 
into the offices of administrators, and profoundly trans¬ 
formed the formal educational environment of millions 
of students and teachers. No matter what the nature of 
future educational theory will be, it is extremely un¬ 
likely that educational practice will ever return to the 
state it was in before John Dewey’s influence made itself 
felt on the schools of the nation. 

As important as that influence has been—and no re¬ 
cent theoretical influence has been more important—it 
has been limited. Limited by the way it has been inter¬ 
preted, limited by the way it has been applied, limited 
by the absence of certain social conditions whose ex¬ 
istence its ideals presupposed—and limited, above all, 
in comparison with the tremendous possibilities of edu¬ 
cational reconstruction which would follow from a 
nationwide experiment in carrying out its basic prin¬ 
ciples. 

It is understandable that professional educators 
should be primarily attentive to the immediate uses of 
an educational philosophy rather than to its funda¬ 
mental ideas and values, in short, to the very things 
which make it a philosophy. But over a span of years, 
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unfamiliarity or unconcern with philosophic assump¬ 
tions that are not directly relevant to day-by-day 
practice is sure to be costly to the educational tech¬ 
nician. Historical situations change, the practices of 
yesterday become inadequate, new emphasis and ad¬ 
justments must be made. Without a grasp of philo¬ 
sophical principles and an insight into the logic of 
scientific method, the teacher who has merely adopted 
the most conspicuous applications of an educational 
theory becomes bewildered. His bewilderment grows 
deeper when he is confronted by new (and old) philoso¬ 
phies of education, that always emerge in troubled 
times, which direct their attack against the theory of 
education whose conclusions he has accepted without 
understanding on what leading philosophic ideas they 
are based, and how they are derived. Of no philosophy 
of education is it truer than of Dewey’s that its relevant 
import can be grasped only in the light of its ideas of 
knowledge, mind, human nature, experience, value, and 
democracy. As we shall see, Dewey’s philosophy of 
education is not a philosophy merely for the profes¬ 
sional educator. Although it is the educator who must 
be most sensitive to its implications for formal educa¬ 
tion, it is a philosophy for every intelligent member of 
the community. For it is a philosophy of life—bearing 
directly on our current moral, social, and political 
problems. 

In this chapter, Dewey’s leading educational ideas 
will be stated and their incidence traced upon latter- 
day educational issues which have arisen since the time 
they were originally formulated. 
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Education is as broad as the transmission of cul¬ 
ture. It takes place whenever techniques, values, atti¬ 
tudes, bodies of knowledge are passed on from 
individual to individual or generation to generation. 
Schooling is only one mode of education and arises 
comparatively late in the development of human cul¬ 
ture. Today, however, as a result of the complexities 
in the division of labor, the school is the most im¬ 
portant single agency of formal education. Its general 
tasks are to provide a controlled special environment 
in which the capacities of the young are developed; to 
build up certain attitudes, sentiments, and loyalties, 
regarded as socially desirable, into habitual responses; 
and to give instruction in a miscellaneous variety of 
knowledge considered relevant to the present and future 
needs of those who receive it. 

Education is a process in which present experiences 
are so directed that their results make future experi¬ 
ences more accessible to us. By perception of the mean¬ 
ings of our activities in meeting the problems of present 
experience, our powers of understanding and control of 
future experiences are enhanced. The end of education 
is to produce educated men and women where “edu¬ 
cated” means to be in possession of trained power to 
meet and master the inescapably fresh experiences of 
living. This power is marked by the presence of sensi¬ 
tivity, resourcefulness, and command of skills and ma¬ 
terials. Its functions are to enrich the qualities of 
immediate experience and to prevent habits from be¬ 
coming immobilized in deadening routines. The end of 
education, then, is growth accomplished by means which 
themselves mark growth. “The educative process is a 
continuous process of growth, having as its aim at every 
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stage an added capacity of growth.” Insofar as indi¬ 
viduals are different from each other, the educational 
process should provide possibilities for individualized 
growth. At the same time it should make available, as 
the basis of such growth, the common knowledge, dis¬ 
ciplines, and techniques which are part of our collective 
cultural heritage and which are necessary not merely 
for growth but for sheer survival wherever individuals 
live together. 

The misunderstandings which dog Dewey’s ethical 
theory arise here, too. Just as it was asked: What is 
the good? so it is again asked: What is the end or the 
direction of growth? His answer is of a piece in one 
field as in another. The process and method of con¬ 
structing goods is the only thing that can be called the 
good; the process of growth which produces whole 
clusters of values, personal and social, from phase to 
phase, and which at the same time creates the condition 
for further growth, is the only thing that can be called 
the end of growth. 

If education aims to make the activities and results 
of present experience instruments of control over fu¬ 
ture experience, it follows that its relation to social 
institutions, social conditions, and problems, which ob¬ 
viously affect the occasions of both present and future 
experience, is as intimate as the relation between morals 
and society. This relationship is such that every edu¬ 
cational philosophy is at the same time a social philoso¬ 
phy, and conversely. We can, therefore, use our 
educational philosophy directly as a criterion for 
evaluating any given set of social arrangements. Does 
a given social order make possible the achievement of 
growth for all the individuals educated within it? Does 
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it liberate and at the same time integrate the intellec¬ 
tual, aesthetic, imaginative capacities of the young? 
Dewey would judge a society by its schools and by the 
effects of their schooling. But not only by its schools. 
If we remember that education as a process does not 
stop with the end of formal schooling, then it will be 
clear that it is not merely what goes on in the class¬ 
room but also what goes on in mine, field, and factory 
which must be evaluated in its bearing on the growth 
of the mind, character, and capacities of individuals. 
This philosophy of education may lack rhetorical or¬ 
nateness but it has a tremendous impact upon the 
existing educational and social scene. Coupled with rele¬ 
vant knowledge, it leads to perfectly concrete proposals 
for social action. For, if it is in earnest about removing 
the obstructions to the realization of the educational 
ideals of growth, its attention is necessarily directed to 
an examination of the social facts which determine 
whether these ideals are to remain pious resolutions or 
whether they are to find a grip or leverage in changing 
situations. 

We have space to discuss only the most daring and 
far-reaching of the social corollaries of Dewey’s edu¬ 
cational philosophy. Growth is the end of the educa¬ 
tional process. All growth is pre-eminently an affair of 
interaction, and on the educational level the interaction 
is primarily social. The social contexts in which trained 
capacities, natural inclinations, and the needs of the 
community can best reinforce each other are provided 
by vocations, callings, careers—that is, by what people 
do to earn their living. Schooling whose end is growth 
is under the obligation of discovering for each indi¬ 
vidual what social career would bring into play and 
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fruitful use the powers he has grown into. A society 
whose schools have this function is under the obligation 
of so organizing its institutions that the discoveries of 
the schools can be given social effect. It is not in the 
interests of narrow vocational efficiency, or of trade 
and business needs, that the walls between school and 
society must be leveled but in order that the promise 
and ideals of education for growth be fulfilled. To 
grow, and to function as one has grown, demands the 
presence of social opportunities to grow as well as an 
environment in which to continue growing by doing. 
Where the schools cannot influence the distribution of 
available careers so that they go to those best qualified 
for them, the result is frustration of growth. There is 
something grotesque about nurturing skilled mechanics, 
musicians, engineers, scholars, and other trained indi¬ 
viduals to maturity and then leaving it to the chances 
of the market or of government relief whether they 
find employment at all, not to speak of the kind of em¬ 
ployment. When the school is considered a part of the 
educational process, and not the whole of it, a part 
which feeds into and is fed by other institutional activi¬ 
ties, all considered as different sectors of one unending 
educational front, then and only then will the opposi¬ 
tion between “earning one’s living” and “living one’s 
life” disappear. This interpenetration of school and 
community cannot be achieved in a caste society, nor 
where there are fixed economic or hereditary divisions. 
Its obvious presupposition is a democratically planned 
and planning society. 

Intelligence is a central value, and training for in¬ 
telligence a central activity, in any educational scheme 
which aims at maximizing possibilities of growth. For 
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what other instrument is more effective in enabling us to 
discriminate between experiences, to discern aspects of 
old experience which are relevant to the new, and to 
order experiences in such a way that they will be diver¬ 
sified without being anarchic? Intelligence in education, 
therefore, like growth itself, is a product and a process, 
an end and means. It is a mode of experience whose 
consequences enrich the qualities of all other experi¬ 
ences. 

The immense fertility of these ideas is manifest in the 
concrete measures and practices which have sprung up 
on every level of school life from kindergarten to uni¬ 
versity in the last generation in the name of “the new” 
or “progressive” education. The adjectives are some¬ 
times misleading, and Dewey has evinced no fondness 
for them. But the leading ideas which inform them are 
his. These are simple, few, but not easy of application. 
The goals and objectives of education should be set by 
the interest, capacities, and range of life experience of the 
developing child; they should not be imposed by adults 
as fixed ends, nor the educational life of the young 
considered as one long preparation for them. The sub¬ 
ject matter and materials of education should be 
drawn from the present environment, and from what¬ 
ever sources of the past that are relevant to the pres¬ 
ent; they should not consist of predigested matter in 
textbooks. The methods of education should evoke di¬ 
rected activity, experiment, and personal inquiry to 
test principles and results; not mechanical drill in 
skills and techniques which usually are not even 
plausibly motivated. The spirit of the classroom should 
be that of a group of co-operating individuals rather 
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than that of a miniature Flihrer at whose commands 
well-trained martinets move with silent precision. 

Despite its own grave shortcomings in interpretation 
and practice, progressive education has revealed the 
inadequacy of the formal stereotypes of traditional edu¬ 
cation. Even its critics dare not openly suggest as an 
alternative a return to the older practices—except 
when they run so far back to the past that they smack 
of novelty. It is the existing state of progressive edu¬ 
cation, then, which should be taken as the point of 
departure for further advance and correction. Despite 
the ideals of progressive education, correction is very 
much needed. Confusion abounds partly as a result of 
the economic consequences of declining capitalism, 
which have forced retrenchment in plant and personnel 
where expansion is in order; partly as a result of the 
emergence of totalitarian political philosophies which 
promise short cuts to an ideal education in the future; 
and not least because of the failure of the practitioners 
of progressive education to realize that organization, 
authority, and discipline can serve the purposes of 
freedom and growth. The weaknesses of progressive 
education are dangerous to the extent that they pre¬ 
pare the uncritical minded for modern versions of au¬ 
thoritarianism and fundamentalism whose cures spell 
the death of democracy and freedom of inquiry. 

The root of many of the errors in modern progres¬ 
sive education is a tendency to substitute improvisation 
for experiment. Just as some people imagine that to 
evaluate standards critically is to abandon all stand¬ 
ards, so they believe that the refusal to fix a rigid 
curriculum for all children means no organized cur¬ 
riculum for any children. Actually, as Dewey re- 
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peatedly warns, the new education is more difficult to 
carry out, requires more planning, more self-imposed 
discipline, more intelligent leadership on the part of 
teachers than the old. Here, as in every other phase of 
experience, the problem is to meet an immediate need in 
such a way that meeting it establishes a principle that 
may fruitfully be extended to other needs. Experiences 
have common features, even when their qualities are in¬ 
dividualized. To try to do justice to the present needs 
of the child without losing sight of the needs of the 
community in which he now lives and is going to live, 
to develop individual personality free of egomania, to 
evoke initiative without the desire for domination, and 
co-operativeness without servility, cannot be accom¬ 
plished by making a fetish of unrestrained self-expres¬ 
sion. Children must be introduced under skillful guid¬ 
ance into situations where effective participation depends 
upon the recognition of the rules, the discipline, and 
the controls which flow from the nature of the subject 
matter itself and from the character of their associated 
activity. Authority is indispensable, but in the last 
analysis it must follow from the method of getting 
things done with the best results, the least friction, and 
the most joy. 


Granted that progressive education can get “bet¬ 
ter,” can it ever become “good enough” in a society 
which falls so far short of a good society? Are not all 
efforts to improve the quality of the educational process 
doomed to fail where the social presuppositions are 
lacking to make “growth” a directive ideal rather than 
a pious wish? Is not Dewey’s position that school and 
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society inseparably reflect each other self-defeating if 
he believes that either one can be used to improve the 
other? The good society cannot come into existence 
without the good education: the good education is pos¬ 
sible only in a good society. But both cannot come 
into existence at once except as a miracle out of the 
blue. Can education, then, conceived in the spirit of 
Dewey’s philosophy, develop any other kind of indi¬ 
viduals but precious misfits? 

These questions are important because out of them 
has arisen the belief that indoctrination for desirable 
social change is a legitimate, and even necessary, part 
of education. Existing educational practices in many 
respects show a systematic bias which indoctrinates for 
the social status quo. It is not enough to undermine this 
bias, some say, it must be replaced by a new bias which 
will indoctrinate students with a militant zeal to 
bring into existence the new society which is presup¬ 
posed by the new education. Among educators who 
have adopted this position will be found some who have 
been influenced by Dewey and who have urged it upon 
him as a necessary complement to his philosophy. 

Underlying the questions asked above is the assump¬ 
tion that we must commit ourselves either to the view 
that education can do everything or that it can do 
nothing in changing society. Dewey as usual cuts under 
this false disjunction. We start from where we are. We 
can do something. It is not true that all educational 
efforts are necessarily doomed to failure. Even if they 
fail, they are not worthless. The forces that influence 
social development are many, and education is only one 
among them. As educators, we cannot indoctrinate for 
a society which is to be free from indoctrination with- 
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out becoming victims of the ethical fallacy that the end 
justifies the use of any effective means, and of the edu¬ 
cational fallacy that the present is to be considered 
only as a preparation for the future. 

Indoctrination is a method of protecting something 
which, it is feared, cannot survive criticism. Indoctrina¬ 
tion as a method of education is indispensable in 
societies in which the source of authority is some vested 
interest which would be weakened were it exposed to 
analysis or compelled to compete with alternative modes 
of authority. Even naked power feels more secure when 
it can dress itself up in some semblance of doctrine to 
cloak its oppressions. Indoctrination is a process in 
which all the psychological techniques of iteration, as¬ 
sociation, substitute stimuli, and the conditioned reflex 
are employed to produce habits, attitudes, and beliefs 
that cannot be justified by an examination of their con¬ 
sequences or by other relevant evidence. Indoctrination 
always serves some presumed good itself not subject to 
criticism. How, then, can a philosophy which reposes 
authority on matters of belief only in the methods of 
scientific inquiry resort to indoctrination without gross 
contradiction and insincerity? If its conclusions are 
sound, they can be reached on the evidence. Of all the 
misconceptions about the nature of the experimental 
method, none is so curious as the notion that it cannot 
lead to conclusions, decisions, or resolute convictions. 
On the contrary, “it trusts to convictions which are 
firm because confirmed in experience rather than those 
which are intense mainly because of immaturity.” If 
judgment on some points has to be suspended it is not 
because the method followed is unreliable but because 
of the state of the subject matter under investigation. 
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It is sometimes objected that the experimental or 
scientific method can vouchsafe conclusions only about 
the world of nature, not about the social world, where 
the basic issues revolve around questions of policy. But, 
as we have already seen in the previous chapters, one 
of the great merits of Dewey’s ethical theory is that it 
shows that problems of valuation, which lie at the heart 
of all social policy, are in principle arbitrable by the 
same generic pattern of inquiry as conflicting beliefs 
about anything else. 

It is not necessary, therefore, for one who accepts 
the superior validity of democracy or scientific method 
to indoctrinate in their behalf. He need not have any 
fear of the outcome if he presents them in conjunction 
with their alternatives and considers the history of 
their respective uses. As distinct from their rivals, 
democracy and scientific method are self-critical. Far 
from fearing the test of argument and evidence, they 
invite it, something which none of their substitutes can 
afford to do. The greater danger is that in indoctrinat¬ 
ing for democracy, as some of its defenders are now 
urging, the principle will be identified with a particular 
set of institutions which express it very imperfectly. 
Criticism of these institutions will then be construed as 
an attack on the principle itself. The continuous quest 
for improvement in material and ideal culture, and the 
unceasing crusade to establish safeguards against 
power-loving bureaucrats, both of which are parts of 
the democratic way of life, would soon be brought to 
a halt. 

Just as, in politics, the democratic principle itself 
should be the guide to the actions which make society 
more democratic, so the critical methods of education 
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should be the means of making individuals more intelli¬ 
gent. Nowhere does Dewey assert that the schools can 
change or rebuild society or that this falls directly in 
their province. The occasions on which choices must be 
made whose consequences radically affect society are 
not of the kind in which teachers, or any one generation 
of students, play a preponderant role. The willingness 
to consider choices, the strength to escape from the 
hypnosis of the established, the sobriety to assay glit¬ 
tering short cuts and panaceas—these can be fur¬ 
thered over a period of time, in a schooled people, by 
an education which is free of dogma, and by educators 
who have the courage to grapple with dangerous, be¬ 
cause controversial, problems. More than this, schools 
and educators cannot legitimately do. Where they do 
attempt more, they become servants of the status quo 
or prophets of lost causes, more interested in salvation 
than in education. How much the schools can do cannot 
be told in advance. This always depends upon the his¬ 
torical situation. More specifically, it depends upon 
whether or not schooling in a political democracy re¬ 
mains (or becomes) public, universal, and free. 

The historical situation today in America is one in 
which educators have a number of important tasks to 
perform. Since the conditions of effective teaching de¬ 
pend to a large extent upon what goes on outside the 
classroom, educators must vigorously oppose any 
measures which tend to restrict or proscribe their civic 
rights as members of the community. The belief that 
teachers are or should be political eunuchs dies hard in 
a society where they are selected, among other reasons, 
because they are “safe.” At the same time they must 
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combat the introduction of any dogmas which would 
determine the content of instruction. Some of these 
dogmas are obviously political, especially where they 
appear clothed as so-called “national,” “racial,” or 
“class” truths. Some are philosophical, start from ap¬ 
parent truisms and end up as dangerous absurdities. 
The truisms are always of a type which consists of 
statements about the desirability of Order and Reason 
in human affairs. As statements, they are undeniable 
because either their chief terms are not defined or, 
when they are, they turn out to be tautologies. The 
dangerous absurdities are found in pretended deduc¬ 
tions in which Order is now identified with a particular 
kind of order, and Reason with a particular set of be¬ 
liefs. The particular order and the particular beliefs 
are of an era long past, acceptance of which would be 
very useful to some party or church in the present. 
The evidence for these beliefs is not drawn from em¬ 
pirical investigations, for the latter can result only in 
unworthy opinion, but from the introductory truisms 
about the necessity of Order and Reason in the ab¬ 
stract. 

At the basis of both types of dogma, the political 
and the philosophical, is a profound contempt for 
scientific method as a method of reaching valid conclu¬ 
sions about human and social problems, and a subordi¬ 
nation of scientific truths to allegedly “higher” or 
“more fundamental” truths of politics and (or) theol¬ 
ogy- 

The immediate bearings of Dewey’s educational 
theory are the same as those of his moral and social 
theory. They call for a dedication to the practical 
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struggle for extending democracy by methods of in¬ 
telligence in order that the methods of scientific in¬ 
quiry win the authority to resolve human problems now 
exercised by dogma, holy or unholy, economic power, 
and physical force. 


Chapter 


ART AS EXPERIENCE 


STpHE publication of John Dewey’s Art as Experience 
marked, in a minor way, a turning point in the 
reception of his philosophy. For many years a double 
misinterpretation of the meaning of “instrumentalism” 
had stood in the way of understanding his thought. 
The doctrine that ideas are instruments of resolving 
difficulties led some to regard Dewey’s whole philosophy 
as an apotheosis of the practical. The practical was 
identified with the personally useful. It was then sug¬ 
gested that Dewey’s test of the validity of any theory 
in science and social affairs was the subjective utilities 
to be derived by acting on it. 

By reading Dewey in such a way that man’s chief 
task was to concern himself with the means and costs of 
practical enterprise, it was easy to charge him with 
neglecting to consider the ends and purposes in behalf 
of which all the rush and intellectual busy-work were 
undertaken. Like the stereotype of the American in the 
writings of many Europeans, he was pictured as one 
who continuously sacrificed the present for a future 
that never came, made of living a serious pursuit of the 
trivial, and left out of account the self-justifying ex¬ 
periences of love and art and understanding vision 
from which arise the enduring objects of allegiance of 
emancipated minds. 

We have already seen how radically mistaken such 
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conceptions are. Ideas, together with correlated data 
of observation, are instruments by which problematic 
situations are so transformed that the original difficul¬ 
ties, discontinuities, and incoherences disappear. The 
only sense in which thinking is invariably practical is 
the sense in which it requires an operation or overt 
activity at some point to reach a valid solution of the 
problem. The problem may be the conventionally prac¬ 
tical one of how to earn money or give it away; it may 
be a scientific one of how to cure a disease or cause it; 
it may deal with the stars, the center of the earth, or 
incidents in the life of an obscure Roman who lived 
thousands of years ago. The practical consequences of 
knowing any particular truth must not be confused 
with the practical activities by which that truth is 
established. The truth may make us free. It may pros¬ 
per us. It may kill us or enable us to escape being 
killed. 

Thinking is an experience which mediates between 
other experiences. That is to say, it emerges from some 
immediate experience of enjoyment or satisfaction 
when some snag has been encountered; it merges into 
another immediate experience after the snag has been 
eliminated. Thinking, no matter what its practical 
consequences, enriches the immediate experiences, the 
consummations, which follow, by adding meaning to 
them. In much wisdom there may be much grief, but the 
experience in which wisdom ends is richer and more 
significant than the bliss of ignorance. Far from sacri¬ 
ficing immediate enjoyments and significant perceptions 
of the present for exclusively instrumental goods, 
Dewey calls attention in his ethical, social, and educa¬ 
tional writings to the impoverishment of experience 
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which results from such procedure. It is one thing to 
assert that consummations and fulfillments cannot be 
stabilized without concern for means: it is another 
thing to assert that a life worthy of man is merely a 
continuous quest for means. Every mode of experience 
shows phases that are both instrumental and consum- 
matory. But the mode of experience which we call aes¬ 
thetic differs from others in that it reveals in a 
pre-eminent and distinctive way such an intimate 
coalescence of the instrumental and consummatory, that 
we are not conscious of any separation between them. 

Although it is primarily an analysis of the roots, 
structure, and interrelations of the aesthetic experience, 
Art as Experience clarifies all the leading ideas of 
Dewey’s philosophy. In addition to correcting the 
standard misinterpretations that have flourished among 
philosophers, it also constitutes the most persuasive 
introduction to his thought he has so far written for 
nonphilosophers. But it is more than this. It is that 
singularly rare thing—a book on aesthetics which actu¬ 
ally enables the reader to see what he had not seen be¬ 
fore, to go to objects of art and come away with a 
quickened apprehension of their qualities. The testi¬ 
mony on this point of both artists and art critics who 
are usually skeptical, with not a little justification, of 
philosophies of art, is a tribute to the sensitiveness of 
Dewey’s insight and the faithful way in which he has 
let the materials and activities of the arts speak their 
meanings through him. Usually a philosophy of art is 
something that gets in the way of beholding and un¬ 
derstanding works of art. For it is a deduction from a 
set of philosophical principles, not infrequently meta¬ 
physical, formulated independently of first-hand study 
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of subject matter, instead of a reflective summary of a 
series of empirical analyses. Dewey’s views on art were 
not derived by asking what the experimental theory of 
aesthetics must be if the philosophy of experimentalism 
was to be consistent. They were shaped as a result of 
direct study of the subject matter of the arts. That 
they hang together with his theories of knowledge and 
value gives the strength of added, because independent, 
reinforcement to his several doctrines. In this chapter 
we shall limit ourselves to those aesthetic themes which 
show the leading principles of Dewey’s philosophy at 
work. 


Philosophies of art have often set out as if their 
function were to lay down some criterion which all 
works of art must live up to in order to pass into the 
gallery of imaginative creation, finally accredited by 
an unmistakable tag or label. The ridiculous nature of 
such an assumption is manifest in the history of art 
criticism, which consists largely of a series of prohibi¬ 
tions that artists have disregarded to the greater glory 
of their art and themselves. The futility of any attempt 
to find some trait which will sharply mark off, once 
and for all, aesthetic objects from nonaesthetic ones is 
demonstrated afresh in the clash of definitions as to 
what constitutes the beautiful, and in controversies as 
to whether the opera, the cinema, or what not can ever 
be an art. Even at their best the conclusions reached 
have such an arbitrary character that they remind 
one of nothing so much as the critical theories poets 
invent for the purpose of evaluating the verses of their 
rivals. And when the discussion revolves around the 
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nature of the aesthetic experience, this is more often 
“explained” than described by showing that some one 
element—meaning or emotion or imagination—is cen¬ 
tral and everything else reducible or subordinate to it. 

Dewey neither begins nor ends his inquiry with arbi¬ 
trary definitions of art or of an aesthetic object. He is 
satisfied that any thing or activity is aesthetic “which 
is the object of an aesthetic experience.” And aesthetic 
experience, like all experience, is not a private stream 
of consciousness but an objective interaction between a 
live creature and its surroundings. We should there¬ 
fore expect that there are no hard and fast lines of 
division between aesthetic experience and other modes 
of experience. Rhythmic patterns of change and rest in 
nature and in man’s body are the roots of the aesthetic 
experience. An aesthetic experience is present already 
in germ in “normal experience” wherever there is or¬ 
dered doing or an appreciative perception of quality. 

Not only is there a genetic continuity between aes¬ 
thetic experiences and other modes of experience, prac¬ 
tical or intellectual; it must also be recognized that the 
latter themselves have aesthetic quality, and that the 
former involve some thought or activity. What gives an 
experience the character it has—aesthetic, practical, or 
intellectual—is some 'predominant quality, not an ex¬ 
clusive one. 

A man at work does or makes something. If he works 
aimlessly, or out of habit, or at command for an end 
assigned to him, or to meet an urgent need of action, 
or by mechanical rules and conventions which function 
like conveyor belts carrying things from somewhere 
to somewhere else—his experience is predominantly 
practical. But “the doing or making is artistic when 
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the perceived result is of such a nature that its quali¬ 
ties as perceived have controlled the question of pro¬ 
duction. The act of producing that is directed by intent 
to produce something that is enjoyed in the immediate 
experience of perceiving has qualities that a spontan¬ 
eous or uncontrolled activity does not have.” 

A man at thought manipulates symbols that stand 
for ideas or data in order to reach a conclusion. It may 
then be dissociated from the process and occasion 
through which he reached it, and used for other in¬ 
quiries. The experience is predominantly intellectual. 
But let him attend to the way in which all the steps in 
the process are adapted to each other, and perceive 
how they carry their cumulative meanings to a conclu¬ 
sion whose quality in turn discloses the significance of 
the starting point of inquiry, and the experience be¬ 
comes aesthetic. 

On the other hand, let an artist be arrested by a 
problem of getting a certain effect or discovering why 
the effects already produced appear stilted or askew, 
and his experience becomes intellectual. The medium of 
thought is symbols but when an artist thinks—colors, 
tones, images become symbols; just as, conversely, 
words that are symbols of qualities in nonartistic think¬ 
ing may themselves acquire intrinsic qualitative signifi¬ 
cance in a poetic experience. 

In the light of these considerations Dewey is able 
to show that no object is intrinsically aesthetic or non- 
aesthetic; that no theme or subject is inherently fit or 
unfit to become the subject matter of artistic treat¬ 
ment; that there is no opposition (in the formal pat¬ 
tern of experience) between being alive in every sense 
and creating or enjoying works of art; and that the 
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distinctions between fine and useful art are introduced 
by social and invidious conventions, not by intrinsic 
differences in the materials, techniques, or qualities of 
objects of art. “Any activity that is productive of 
objects whose perception is an immediate good, and 
whose operation is a constant source of enjoyable per¬ 
ception of other events exhibits fineness of art.” Al¬ 
most every other easy dualism of traditional art criti¬ 
cism is likewise affected by Dewey’s analysis. 

For all the continuities and relationships between 
aesthetic and nonaesthetic experiences, there is a dis¬ 
tinctive quality of aesthetic experiences. Having shown, 
what has often been denied, that art is “a mode of 
interaction of the live creature with his environment,” 
Dewey devotes most of his analysis to an investigation 
of art as a special mode of interaction. In what does it 
consist? One familiar but highly ambiguous answer is 
that the aesthetic experience, by which the presence of a 
work of art is recognized, is marked by the perception 
of a qualitative unity or form in any situation, object, 
or event. 

The answer is inadequate for at least two reasons. 
First, qualitative unity or form is found not only where 
experiences are pre-eminently aesthetic but in any ex¬ 
perience that has a distinctive character. Second, by 
form is sometimes meant a pattern that is abstracted 
from the means and material in which it is embodied, 
and capable like a Platonic universal of an indefinite 
number of incarnations. Such a conception of form can 
never account for the unique and intensely individual¬ 
ized quality of every genuine work of art. Nor can we 
significantly abstract some element from a work of 
art as its form and contrast it with other elements as 
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its material. Every division we make seems arbitrary 
and artificial, explicable not in terms of empirical ex¬ 
perience but of a traditional metaphysics which im¬ 
puted an intrinsic dignity and significance to form as 
a principle of rationality over against matter as the 
source of imperfection. Every work of art, Dewey re¬ 
minds us, is experienced as a work of formed matter. 
Where perception recognizes the elements of a work of 
art as merely conjunctive, as plot and character, shape 
and color, objects and design, sound and meaning, 
structure and function, etc., we are in the presence of a 
defective work of art. Aesthetic form is present to the 
extent that these elements are so organized in relation 
to each other that they evoke a direct and vital per¬ 
ceptual experience of unique integration. 

This direct and unified perception is not instanta¬ 
neous. We may feel at a glance, but the feeling is not 
yet an aesthetic perception. At most, this feeling is an 
experience of what Dewey calls “a seizure,” in which 
something catches or strikes us, we know not why or 
how, except that it registers in visceral effects. This 
seizure is an organic reaction to an undifferentiated 
totality out of which an aesthetic perception may de¬ 
velop. It is as often a form of bewilderment as of rap¬ 
ture. It has no authentic aesthetic status until certain 
conditions are fulfilled in subsequent phases of experi¬ 
ence. These conditions can only be stated in general 
form, for, as we go from art to art, differences in 
media and means will somewhat affect their order and 
formulation. Dewey lists them as cumulation, tension 
or opposition, conservation, anticipation or suspense, 
and fulfillment. 

(a) Before the actual and complete aesthetic per- 
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ception takes place, irrespective of whether it be a play, 
a novel, a painting, a piece of music, there is a cumu¬ 
lation of sensory effects and meanings, “a progressive 
massing of values , 199 which indicates that the details of 
action or scene cohere with each other, and that they 
are building up or leading to something, (b) At some 
point in the process of cumulation, a tension or resist¬ 
ance is aroused by the suggestion of contrasting or 
opposing patterns of coherence. It is marked by a ques¬ 
tioning. What is going on? Is the lead this way or 
that? Why this arresting detail or act or word—here 
and now? “Without internal tension there would be a 
fluid rush to a straightaway mark: there would be 
nothing that could be called development and fulfill¬ 
ment.” The points of tension and resistance are the 
focal points of understanding in art. For they create 
the difficulties. Subsequent perception must be of such 
a character that the initial obstacles, ambiguities, and 
dissonances are grasped as the intended means of 
achieving certain effects, (c) Conservation and modifi¬ 
cation of the original suggested pattern of develop¬ 
ment, as well as of the tensions of conflicting possible 
eventuations, are necessary if more and more of the 
elements disclosed to eye or ear are to be assimilated. 
The work of art cannot stop short with a question, a 
riddle, or a doubt unless that is its intended culmina¬ 
tion, in which case it has not stopped short but come 
to an appropriate close, (d) The discovery of aesthetic 
form requires an anticipation of how the development 
of line, action, or musical phrase will be completed. 
Knowledge that there is some ready-made antecedent 
scheme toward which things in some way or other must 
move detracts from the excellence of the work of art. 
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That which is about to be must have an adequate prep¬ 
aration in what has been; but it must not overdeter¬ 
mine what is to follow, otherwise there is no element of 
novelty or unexpectedness and the conclusion appears 
obvious or banal, (e) The fulfillment or realization of 
the anticipation is the most heightened phase of the 
aesthetic experience. Perception is richer because it 
takes up into itself all of the strands that have been 
previously observed and fuses them into an intense, uni¬ 
fied, and significant experience. Anticipation and ful¬ 
fillment in the production or perception of a work of 
art is not a final and all-embracing synthesis. There 
is a whole series of anticipations and fulfillments as 
observation unfolds. Each close is experienced as dra¬ 
matically appropriate and carries over to the next 
pulse of perception as well as to subsequent occasions 
when the work of art is viewed afresh. “There is no 
final term in the appreciation of a work of art. It car¬ 
ries on and is, therefore, instrumental as well as final.” 

There are two things that must be borne in mind if 
Dewey’s account is not to be shrugged aside as another 
unverifiable “psychology” of art, where “psychology” 
refers to purely mental processes. The first is that 
whether or not the object of art meets the conditions 
enumerated above is to be determined by an empirical 
observation of what is found in it, not by reports of 
introspective experience. Whether a character is con¬ 
sistently drawn; whether conflict, opposition, and ten¬ 
sion exist—all of these things can be established by 
studying how the work of art organizes the “means 
and materials that belong to the common and public 
world.” The artist begins with a personal vision. But 
he expresses it to himself and others by what he does 
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—in observable effects. Every quality is the result of 
some property of technique, arrangement, medium, 
whose presence or absence is in principle as testable 
and verifiable as any other entity in the physical world. 
The possession of aesthetic form is objectively determi¬ 
nable just as soon as specific meaning has been given 
to the general conditions which an object must meet 
in order to become an object of art. 

The second consideration is that the discoverable 
properties of a work of art do not inhere in its “physical 
materials and energies” independently of the directed 
activity and energies of the live creature. The qualities 
of a work of art are not just out there in the physi¬ 
cal materials even when the latter are selectively ar¬ 
ranged. The human being must do something in relation 
to them, he must take them in a certain way, before 
what is distinctively aesthetic is apprehended. To at¬ 
tribute aesthetic quality is tantamount to saying to 
someone: “Do such and such, and you will perceive 
this and that.” What is perceived is not in the object; 
nor in the subject; but in the interacting relation of 
the two. 

The human contribution to aesthetic experience is 
not only biological but social. An individual looks at 
a work of art through the eyes of a whole tradition. 
Let a marked shift in historical and social perspective 
take place and a work of art may become just another 
thing—peculiar or commonplace. Even when all the 
physical materials and energies of a work of art re¬ 
main unaltered, it has a history as an art object. The 
variations in its history can be significantly correlated 
with changes in the climate of opinion. There is no 
permanent aesthetic form waiting to be discovered like 
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a river or mountain or treasure buried in the ground. 
Something is lost when the funded meanings of the 
period in which the work of art was produced become 
obsolescent; something is gained when it is introduced 
into another cultural milieu and operates to intensify 
and deepen the qualities of experience. Aesthetic form 
is reformed because of what the acculturated organism 
brings to the occasions of experience. 


If the general conditions which a work must fulfill 
to acquire aesthetic status are accepted, the function 
of criticism is therewith indicated. It is simply “an act 
of intelligence performed upon the matter of direct 
perception in the interest of a more adequate percep¬ 
tion.The measure of its value is its success in sending 
us back to the object of art to see what we had not 
seen before. It enables our perceptual experience to 
move more easily to fulfillment. By discriminating 
judgments it makes accessible to us the objective rela¬ 
tionships between the constituent elements of the aes¬ 
thetic whole which had previously been obscure because 
of a new idiom or technique or our own lack of sensi¬ 
bility. Such a conception of criticism presents the only 
alternative that can steer clear of the dogmatism of 
“judicial” criticism and the irresponsibility of “im¬ 
pressionism.” 

Judicial criticism is usually an appendage of the art 
style which “has arrived.” It makes the possession of 
aesthetic form as such synonymous with the exhibition 
of some familiar technique. The significance of the fact 
that the latter has had a history is ignored. Like its 
counterparts in education and morals, such criticism 
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identifies order and balance with a particular kind of 
ordering and balancing. Departures from it which ex¬ 
press new modes of interaction between man and the 
world are regarded with suspicion. They are frequently 
ruled out by definitions that are really descriptions of 
yesterday’s creative achievement. The persistent at¬ 
tempt of trying to say what is new is characterized 
as a cult of the unintelligible. 

Impressionist criticism is born out of a justified re¬ 
vulsion to the smugness and cramping influence of 
judicial criticism. But it is criticism only by courtesy. 
By telling us what the work of art means to him, how 
it affects him, what it reminds him of, the critic is 
calling attention away from the work of art itself. At 
its best such criticism results in the production of an¬ 
other work of art, what is sometimes called “creative 
criticism.” Where this is not the case, no principle of 
relevance unifies the whimsical or passionate or anec¬ 
dotal outpourings of impressionist criticism. Insofar 
as it defends its emancipation from control by the ob¬ 
ject of art, it falls back upon a sweeping denial of any 
kind of objective values in art. It asserts truly that the 
actual impression or judgment of a work of art—no 
matter whose, artist’s or perceiver’s—occurs “at a 
given moment.” It infers falsely that the import and 
validity of an impression at a given moment are them¬ 
selves “affairs of a passing moment.” Insofar as it acts 
on this false inference, it runs out into an excited 
volubility. 

Since criticism is judgment, it is better or worse de¬ 
pending upon the insight, knowledge, and evidence that 
can be marshaled in its support. The more concerned 
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judgment is with the relevant details of craftsmanship, 
related meanings, and the qualities of the medium in 
interpreting a work of art, the more effective it is in 
enriching our perception of the value of the work as a 
whole. Judgment which tries to state in one summary 
phrase the worth of a work of art as a whole is not 
very illuminating. It results in terms like “grand,” 
“beautiful,” “ugly,” which are more often exclamations 
of emotion than sensitive perceptions of objective quali¬ 
ties. The critics’ statements, insofar as they are rele¬ 
vant, true or false, should be directed to those aspects 
of the work of art which show how its matter has been 
formed. The object of the critic’s analysis is therefore, 
strictly speaking, something which is always short of 
the whole. The effect of his judgments may lead us to 
have a new experience of the work of art as a whole, 
but the content of his judgments are the specific rela¬ 
tionships which its parts bear to each other. His task 
does not culminate in a flat pronouncement but in an 
invitation to have an experience. In brief, to be critical 
is to make judgments. To make judgments is to claim 
to have knowledge, not merely general knowledge about 
classes of works of art but knowledge about this par¬ 
ticular work of art. To perceive with knowledge is to 
perceive more richly and intensely. 

The knowledge necessary for intelligent criticism 
must be relevant, i.e., it must understand what are 
sometimes called the immanent qualities and relations 
in a work of art. The qualities and relations that are 
in the work of art may sometimes take us out of the 
work of art to social, economic, and religious conditions 
and causes. But when we begin with the latter as gen- 
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eral conditions and causes of the art of a period, and 
then interpret individual works of art as “expressions” 
of the Zeitgeist, or mode of economic production, or 
what not, we are in the cloudy skies of mystical soci¬ 
ology. The same causes or social milieu may be “ex¬ 
pressed” in objects of art of the most varied aesthetic 
quality, just as they may be expressed in statements 
about nature which range from true to false to mean¬ 
ingless. The primary concern of the art critic is pre¬ 
cisely with those differences in immanent quality which 
makes for a full and complete aesthetic experience in 
one case, and a stunted or arrested experience in an¬ 
other; just as the task of scientific criticism of state¬ 
ments about nature is to distinguish between the 
meaningless and meaningful, the probably true and the 
probably false. 

To be sure, aesthetic experience, as Dewey himself 
points out, “is always more than aesthetic.” It signi¬ 
fies something about nature, about society, about the 
specific culture in which it occurs. We may legitimately 
ask: What effect does the aesthetic experience have on 
other modes of experience? What is the role of art in 
civilization? We do not have to be artists or critics to 
ask such questions. For they are themes in the philos¬ 
ophy of civilization and culture, important themes be¬ 
cause our morals, our education, our social programs 
are in part shaped by the answers we give. 


One of the most impressive functions of art in civili¬ 
zation is one that is least intended, namely, its role in 
establishing the continuity of culture. More than any 
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other one thing, it is the arts of previous cultures— 
their architecture, sculpture, ornament, literature— 
which give us a sense of the presence of the past in the 
present. It is to the arts that we turn to find the keys 
of understanding to the pervasive qualities of the civili¬ 
zation of which they were a part, and to its characteris¬ 
tic modes of experience. 

Why should art be so pre-eminently eloquent about 
the meanings of a culture, more so than roads, methods 
of work or war, and even religions? Because it is a 
mode of communal life whose subject and subject mat¬ 
ters are furnished by all other modes of life. The 
aesthetic strain in human experience is woven out of 
qualities found in everyday affairs but rendered more 
intense in virtue of direct perception. In our own so¬ 
ciety, but much more in previous societies, “art is the 
extension of the power of rites and ceremonies to unite 
men, through a shared celebration, to all incidents and 
scenes of life.” When we speak of the style, the pattern, 
the form, the collective individuality of a culture, our 
very language testifies to the fact that it is to the arts 
that we look for the qualitative unity which marks off 
one culture from other cultures. For art expresses the 
most deep-seated and generic attitudes in an epoch, 
that which defines the congenial and uncongenial, the 
native and foreign, what is within the range of imagina¬ 
tion and what not. 

It is natural, therefore, that Dewey should urge the 
cultivation of the arts in our own culture as an effec¬ 
tive agency of facilitating communication between 
different peoples and groups. By enlarging our sympa¬ 
thies and horizons of vision, art deepens understand- 
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ing. Differences in tastes, manners, and morals could 
not be evaluated in a spirit of fierce parochialism, were 
the objects in which these differences are expressed oc¬ 
casions for wide and genuine aesthetic perception. It 
is not only cultural differences which are bridged by 
artistic experience. The isolations, gaps, and barriers 
between individuals melt away in the warmth of com¬ 
mon enjoyments. Participation in a common art tends 
to make subsequent communication freer and easier. 
Art is the truly universal mode of language between 
individuals as well as nations. “The differences between 
English, French, and German speech create barriers 
that are submerged when art speaks.” 

The role that art can play in present-day culture is 
far from the one it does play. The same set of institu¬ 
tions which obstruct the use of intelligence limit the 
opportunities for the emergence of sustaining aesthetic 
qualities in ordinary living. Art has too much of a 
museum character. Industry that produces for profit 
cannot concern itself with the aesthetic effects of com¬ 
modities except insofar as they pay. It reinforces as 
a consequence the invidious distinctions between the fine 
and useful arts. The uncertain conditions of employ¬ 
ment and the absence of self-government in industrial 
life prevent millions of workers from acquiring that 
type of interest in what they do which is essential to 
aesthetic satisfaction. There is little consciousness of 
the significance of useful work, even when it is well 
done. 

All this could be changed in a planning society in 
which intelligence would organize social resources with 
a never-failing eye for the aesthetic strain in produc- 
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tion and consumption. What sensitive people do today 
in furnishing a room in order to enjoy a restful per¬ 
ception, society could do on a large scale in relation 
to our housing, our machine products—whether it be 
clothes, instruments, or furniture—our roadsides, our 
cities, down to the very quarters which abut on rail¬ 
road tracks. Even from the standpoint of art, a suf¬ 
ficient basis exists for profound changes in our social 
relationships. “Art itself is not secure under modern 
conditions until the mass of men and women who do 
the useful work of the world have the opportunity to 
be free in conducting the processes of production, and 
are richly endowed in capacity for enjoying the fruits 
of collective work . 55 

As we have seen, a planning society can achieve these 
promises of free experience in a hungerless world, only 
insofar as its practices, as well as its faith, are both 
democratic and scientific. Their absence in such a so¬ 
ciety would spell the most horrible form of tyranny to 
which human beings have ever been subjected. Most 
horrible because fortified by all the refinements of mod¬ 
ern technology and propaganda. Our willingness to 
adopt and defend the democratic and scientific way of 
life ultimately depends upon our belief in their capacity 
to improve the quality of human experience. The be¬ 
lief is self-critical without being viciously circular. But 
it can be made more significant by becoming subject 
and subject matter of art. It is possible for art to re¬ 
main free and still find sources of inspiration in the 
adventure of the scientific quest and the richness of 
communal experience. Science seems to be foreign to 
the interests of modern art, and democracy is only a 
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political catchword to most artists. Dewey’s hope is 
that some day they may bear the same relation—but 
uncoerced—to the art of our time that religion and 
nationalism have borne to the arts of previous cultures. 


Chapter 


m 


NATURE AND MAN 



©RELIGIONS and religious philosophies find some- 


thing lacking in th e p hilosophy of John Dewey. 
Some call it religion. Some call it metaphysics. But all 
sense the absence of concern with questions about what 
are sometimes called “the ultimate mysteries of exist¬ 
ence.” Why does the world exist, and what is its origin? 
Where do we come from and where are we going? What 
can a man believe and what can a man hope about hu¬ 
man destiny? Some see in such queries an expression 
of “metaphysical hunger” that cannot be stilled by the 
knowledge of all the sciences in and of the world. 

It would indeed be surprising if those who are ab¬ 
sorbed in such themes did not find something lacking in 
Dewey’s philosophy. For instead of the attempt to find 
a first cause or a final goal in existence, Dewey offers jus 
an analysis of why all such questions make assumptions 
t hat render, them, self-defeating. They are self-defeating 
because in principle no observation or logical infer¬ 
ences drawn from observations can ever verify a state¬ 
ment whose subject is the whole universe, the totality, 
the scheme of things entire. Genuine problems and ques¬ 
tions are always specific. They are always such that 
we can tell what would constitute evidence one way or 
another to make the answers to them more or less prob¬ 


able. 


When we do appear to speak meaningfully about the 
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world or the universe, it is by way of an ellipsis. We 
may sometimes say of an individual that “He accepts 
or denies the universe,” but such expressions refer to his 
observable attitudes in a series of experiences. By 
enlarging the series of experiences to include those yet 
to come, we get a conception of the universe which 
Dewey calls “an imaginative totality.” We_can never 
reach the all inclusive totality of existences and possir 
bilities which many metaphysicians have regarded as 
the subject of judgments that are true or false. Or we 
may say “The world is problematic,” but this is only 
shorthand for “Men face problems of determinate kinds 
—social, personal, political, technological, etc.” To 
specific questions, only specific investigations of the 
specific conditions and changes which constitute the 
situation under inquiry can be relevant. As Dewey puts 
it, “Once admit that the sole verifiable or fruitful object 
of knowledge is the particular set of changes that 
generate the object of study together with the conse¬ 
quences that then flow from it, and no intelligible 
question can be asked about what, by assumption, lies 
outside.” 

Whoever then looks to Dewey to find out whether 
God or chance is the cause of the universe, whether the 
soul of man is immortal, whether life is good, bad, or 
has an absolute meaning, is doomed to disappointment. 

Yet, although Dewey has no answer to these ques¬ 
tions, he understands why they are asked. They express 
human bewilderment, fear, perplexity, and curiosity in 
a world whose vast forces make living a perilous career. 
Even at its best, human control is uncertain. Our planet 
is bathed in cosmic energies which may some day render 
it uninhabitable. The sources from which human beings 
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replenish their vital energies are unknown to us. We 
ma^ breed idiocy out of the human race, but who will 
guarantee the sanity of the breeder? Poverty and jus¬ 
tice are always relative; and inequalities a constant 
source not only of desirable variety but of hate and 
strife. It is doubtful whether there will ever be a planned 
society that will provide “the sumptuosity of security” 
for which so many leave this world of ordinary ex¬ 
perience to dwell in rapt visions of a hereafter. No 
one who takes distance to the specific problems of ex¬ 
perience can escape taking an attitude to the condi¬ 
tions out of which they arise. For even when we have 
seen through the pretensions of metaphysics and re¬ 
ligion “to explain things,” even when we have turned 
completely and wholeheartedly to science to solve what¬ 
ever problems can be solved, there still remain the con¬ 
ditions of common experience toward which we must 
define an attitude—call it emotional, religious, per¬ 
sonal. “When man, individually and collectively, has 
done his uttermost, conditions that at different times 
and places have given rise to the ideas of Fate and 
Fortune, of Chance and Providence, remain.” 

Nothing is easier than to attribute a benevolent or 
malevolent intent to natural forces in relation to 
human aspiration. Traditional religion personifies be¬ 
nevolence into a directing agency and wrestles with the 
difficulties its own faith creates. Traditional atheism 
often takes on a theological character by viewing hu¬ 
man destiny as the unrolling of preordained doom in 
an unequal battle against the blind powers of nature. 

Dewey believes that it is possible to have a sense of 
dependence upon, and humility before, the cosmic 
forces on which we must rely even when we build shelters 
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against them, without surrendering to supernaturalism 
or to the simple negativism of village atheism. Super¬ 
naturalism as a creed is hard to accept for a person 
of intelligence and courage; atheism as a doctrine iso¬ 
lates man from those relations of the physical world 
which support human achievement. Natural piety rec¬ 
ognizes the continuity between man and nature. It ac¬ 
knowledges man’s kinship of origin, but not of interest 
or aim, with other living things. It accepts the natural 
limitation imposed upon man’s effort by the fact that 
he has a body, that he is a creature of time, history, 
and society, as a point of departure for improving the 
human estate. In this way natural piety avoids the 
servility of those who fear the gods and would placate 
them, as well as the arrogance of those who would be 
gods. “Natural piety is not of necessity either a fatal¬ 
istic acquiescence in natural happenings or a romantig 
idealization of the world. It may rest upon a just sense 
of nature as the whole of which we are parts, while it 
also recognizes that we are parts that are marked by 
intelligence and purpose, having the capacity to strive 
by their aid to bring conditions into greater conso¬ 
nance with what is humanly desirable. Such piety is 
an inherent constituent of a just perspective in life.” 

Words such as these lend themselves to easy misin¬ 
terpretation especially if their poetic form is read with 
a syntactic literalness. Dewey speaks of “nature as the 
whole of which we are parts.” To some this may sug¬ 
gest an organic relation of part and whole such that 
did man not exist nature would not; or such that the 
existence of nature necessitates the existence of man. 
This is a doctrine very close to Hegel’s objective ideal¬ 
ism, according to which all things are necessarily in- 
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terrelated, where “necessarily interrelated” means 
“logically interrelated.” And since Dewey was a Hegelian 
in his early years and never hesitated to acknowledge 
that he learned from Hegel, he has been charged with 
“holism,” “organicism,” “teleological idealism,” all var¬ 
iant terms for the doctrine that there is some logical 
or moral reason in the nature of things why man must 
appear when and where he does. In other words, be¬ 
cause Dewey stresses continuities, even among things 
that are sharply opposed to each other, the belief in an 
all-embracing, meaningful continuity is attributed to 
him . That at the same time other critics should com¬ 
plain of his stress upon the irreducible pluralities of 
experience indicates that we are here confronted with 
another radical misconception of the philosophy of ex- 
perimentalism. 

I n D ewey’s opinion, the term continuity is correla¬ 
t ive wi th the term discontinuity. Consequently, to say 
that all things in the world are continuous with each 
other is not to say anything significant until the spe¬ 
cific respect is indicated in which the continuity 
consists. The assertion of the existence of any specific 
continuity must be empirically established. The_ con¬ 
tinuity of the earth, the sun, and stars is established by 
physics and astronumy; of man’s body with nature by 
biology; of his mind and body by psychology; of his 
personality and the personality of others by sociology 
and education. The continuities may be genetic, spati&l, 
cultural. And so may be the discontinuities. Both are 
found in experience. When Dewey speaks then of man 
as a part of the whole of nature, he is making a synop¬ 
tic reference to the multitudes of connections, correla¬ 
tions, and dependences which the sciences have shown 
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to exist between men, societies, and the physical world. 
The significance of the statement has no moral import 
except when taken in conjunction with the qualification 
that man is a part of nature “marked by intelligence 
and purpose” by whose aid he strives to build a more 
desirable world. We can strive to build a more desir¬ 
able world only when the world in which we already live 
is experienced as deficient, incomplete, uncertain. Th ese 
traits are as objective as any others. They mark the 
points of discontinuity within our experience—the cen¬ 
ters of trouble and peril. Intelligence consists in acting 
with and upon the specific continuities that rnyi throug h 
given situations in order to eliminate their specific dis¬ 
continuities. 

For Hegel, there is in the last analysis only qae 
situation—the Totality, the Absolute, God, of which 
other situations are partial phases. For Dewey, first 
and last, there are any number of situations, some 
sharply marked off from each other, some shading into 
each other, some of them relevant and most of them 
irrelevant to one another. For Hegel, the precarious 
character of our experience is an illusion bred of a 
finite point of view. Philosophical progress consists in 
seeing that “the real” is ideal and that the ideal is 
already “real.” For Dewey, the contingent and pre¬ 
carious nature of existence is no more illusory than 
any of the qualities into which metaphysics would sub¬ 
limate them. “We live in a world which is an impressive 
and irresistible mixture of sufficiencies, tight complete¬ 
nesses, order, recurrences which make possible predic¬ 
tion and control, and singularities, ambiguities, uncer¬ 
tain possibilities, processes going on to consequences as 
yet indeterminate.” 
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Dewey’s theory of experience throws additional light 
on what he conceives man’s place in nature to be. He 
admits freely, gladly, and with a frequency which 
should confound all who insist upon finding a pew for 
him in the church of Bishop Berkeley, that existence 
and experience are not synonymous. Experience is a 
special kind of existence. It is found only where crea¬ 
tures of comparatively highly organized nervous sys¬ 
tems are alive. To be alive is to interact with and in 
the particular environment which supports life. Ex¬ 
perience, then, is not something which occurs in the 
mind when man meets nature and through which he 
looks as if it were a screen, diaphanous or translucent, 
upon a world outside of himself. To be human is already 
to be interacting, is to be having experiences. 

These experiences indicate what nature is here and_ 
now. They also enable us to tell what nature was or 
will be there and then. Our starting point is this special 
kind of existence which we call experience. Through in¬ 
quiry we can discover something about existences which 
are not experiences. Whether it is a genuine discovery 
or a conceit depends upon what is experienced and 
how, here and now. Between the experience we start 
with and the experience with which we end, there inter¬ 
venes the process of finding out. Finding out is an ex¬ 
perience. In its controlled and systematic form it is the 
activity which we call science. Like all experiences, it is 
a mode of interaction between man and his environ¬ 
ment. In this interaction some physical changes are set 
up in the situation under investigation. The results of 
the process of finding out are scientific objects and 
laws. It is at this point that a tragic mistake is made. 
The scientific objects and laws, existences to which we 
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are led by the experience of finding out, are called 
“nature,” “reality,” “what things actually are in their 
own right,” and contrasted with experience which now 
becomes “appearance,” “subjective states of mind,” 
“immediate data.” A qualityless nature and an object¬ 
less experience result. Nature and experience are set 
over against one another as alien and opposed exist¬ 
ences. “We get the absurdity of an experiencing which 
experiences only itself, states and processes of con¬ 
sciousness, instead of the things of nature.” From this 
a few short steps lead to all the dualisms which we have 
previously discussed, and few more steps to a theoreti¬ 
cal subjectivism which because it cannot be seriously 
acted upon has been well called “silly.” 

For Dewey, nature is not something which is mer ely 
known but something which is acted upon, used, and 
enjoyed. Whatever traits are revealed in the various 
modes of experience are equally natural, but not all of 
them are equally reliable for the special purposes of 
knowing or playing or fighting. Nothing is given in 
experience which is not also taken; nothing is under¬ 
gone which is not also acted upon. Man’s life is a serial 
process of interacting energies in which nature is a 
co-operating and supporting factor. Only men have in¬ 
tent, but, without natural mechanisms and structure, 
human intent would be what Santayana calls conscious¬ 
ness, nothing but “a lyric cry.” Once cut the cords of 
connection which bind man to nature even when he 
strives to improve on it, and there is no escape from 
the agonizing view, in all its variants from the Book 
of Ecclesiastes to the Notebooks of Kierkegaard, that 
“the self [is] not merely a pilgrim but an unnaturalized 
and unnaturalizable alien in this world.” 
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In defining his attitude Dewey distinguishe s _it 
sharply from that of religion with its dogmas, creeds, 
and institutional appurtenances. If man must find a 
consolation for the imperfections of experience, it 
should be based on knowledge not on myth. If he needs 
ideals to make a unity rather than a miscellany out of_ 
his experiences, he must search them out from among 
his own possibilities of integration rather than accept 
a revelation from some spokesmen of the supernatural 
that they are already embodied in existence. There is 
a great difference according to Dewey between having ^ 
a religion and being religious. To have a religion is to 
be committed to a set of doctrines about this world, 
and usually about a next, which cannot be scientifically 
validated and at some point runs counter to scientific 
evidence. To be religious is to give unqualified alle¬ 
giance to an imaginative ideal, based on the heart’s deep¬ 
est desire, which directs our fundamental choices, and 
does not yield before the tyranny of force and chance. 

It is not knowledge, although based on knowledge. A 
man may be religious about science, art, his country, or 
aiding people in distress. It is a quality revealed when¬ 
ever we stake our life on a pledge, a cause, a commit¬ 
ment. We are religious about the things that we would 
rather die than do or leave undone. Religious faith, 
says Dewey, is “the unification of the self through al¬ 
legiance to inclusive ideal ends which imagination pre¬ 
sents to us and to which the human will responds as 
worthy of controlling our desires and choices.” The 
God of religious faith, understood in this sense, is not 
a Person, a Power, or even an embodied Ideal. It is 
simply another name for “the unity of all ideal ends 
arousing us to desire and actions.” 
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Although there may be fewer people who are re¬ 
ligious than have religions, on Dewey’s own view it fol¬ 
lows that there is even more diversification among the 
former than among the latter. There are many gods 
because there are many inclusive ideal ends. What is 
Dewey religious about? What is his God? It is not_ 
hard to guess. If there are any absolutes in his out- 
look, they are intelligence and democracy, or the ideal 
of a scientific, democratic community. They are abso¬ 
lute because as inclusive values they are also inclusive 
methods which enable us to test existing values and 
create others. It is unlikely that they can ever be com¬ 
pletely rooted out, even in a robot state; but even if 
they were, they would still deserve to live, they would 
still be worthy of human allegiance and struggle. 

The religious attitude, according to Dewey, takes _H5 
out of the narrow circles of personal concern. Without 
it, professions of justice to all are hollow, and respect 
for the dignity of human beings, a phrase. It_ties us in 
imagination with the generations that have preceded 
and those that will follow. It is not a worship of nature 
or humanity in the large, for a natural force is some¬ 
thing to control, not to bow down to, and men are 
often cruel and ignorant. It is a faith that makes us 
sensitive to the common needs of our common lot and 
gives us the courage to strive continuously not only 
for our own betterment but for that of our fellowmen. 
Whatever spirituality traditional religion has had flows 
from the religious faith that we are all members of one 
another’s body, which, sincerely acted upon, would lead 
to the end of all religious division. But no one can 
describe Dewey’s religious faith—one that he offers as 
“a common faith”—better than he himself. “The things 
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in civilization we most value are not of ourselves. They 
exist by the grace of the continuous human community 
in which we are a link. Ours is the responsibility of 
conserving, transmitting, rectifying and expanding the 
heritage of values we have received that those who 
come after us may receive it more solid and secure, 
more widely accessible and more generously shared 
than we have received it. Here are all the elements for a 
religious faith that shall not be confined to sect, class 
or race.” 

Why does Dewey use the term “God” for the imagi¬ 
native projection of a set of ideal goals as a directing 
force in human experience? He justifies his use on the 
grounds that he needs a distinctive word, and that there 
is some historic usage which warrants its employment 
in this sense. Not a few thinkers in the history of cul¬ 
ture who rejected the content of traditional super¬ 
naturalism have nonetheless used its language: Spinoza, 
Shelley, Paine, Feuerbach. As usual, however, some 
theologians have seized upon the term in Dewey’s writ¬ 
ings to read into it their own conception of the super¬ 
natural. Despite the fact that they have been sharply 
reprimanded by Dewey, it is safe to predict that others 
will continue the practice. Many who remain within 
the organized churches will react to Dewey’s reference 
to “God” and “the divine” in human experience some¬ 
what like Gretchen to Faust’s explanation of where he 
stood on religion. There are so many misconceptions of 
Dewey’s philosophy it seems a pity that his language 
at this point should invite more. 

Looking away from the verbal peculiarities in which 
Dewey’s cosmic outlook is expressed, we cannot failjto 
note how it recaptures the impressive quality of classic 
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serenity at the same time as it retains the modern feel¬ 
ing for activity. Peace of mind may be easily pur¬ 
chased by withdrawal and resignation. It may also be 
found*, but without tincture of fear, in intelligent ac tion . 
Dewey’s view contains something of the grandeur of 
the Stoic tradition without its emotional impoverish¬ 
ment, and without its confusion of physics and ethics. 
It is anthropocentric in the sense that it recognizes that 
man brings something of himself to his every experi¬ 
ence, and leaves the world a different place for his 
having been there. It is naturalistic because it recog¬ 
nizes that human experience is itself natural, that its 
existence is no more and no less miraculous than any¬ 
thing else, and that it can learn to be at home in the 
only world it will ever know. Creature of nature as man 
is, he can live and die as a human being. The life of 
man is not an aspiration to divinity, but a courageous 
struggle to uphold ideals which the universe ma,kes 
possible but which he alone can make actual. Dewey’s 
credo shines through everything he writes, but it ap¬ 
pears clearest in the memorable passages of Experience 
and Nature , from which the following lines are taken. 

“When we have used our thought to its utmost and 
have thrown into the moving unbalanced balance of 
things our puny strength, we know that though the 
universe slay us still we may trust, for our lot is one 
with whatever is good in existence. We know that such 
thought and effort is one condition of the coming into 
existence of the better. As far as we are concerned it is 
the only condition, for it alone is in our power. To ask 
more than this is childish; but to ask less is a recre¬ 
ance no less egotistic, involving no less a cutting of 
ourselves from the universe than does the expectation 
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tural import. In remaking parts of the world, we re¬ 
make ourselves. The generic form of all responsibility 
is being responsive to possibilities of change. The power 
of intelligence is limited. Nonetheless, once directed to 
the multiplication of the material and ideal goods of 
living, to the shaping of occasions for joyous and 
shared experience, it is powerful enough to transform 
the existing social order down to its very bedrock and 
to create a society of freedom and fellowship. 

This, too, is part of John Dewey’s faith. 


Chapter 




THE PHILOSOPHER OF AMERICAN 
DEMOCRACY 


LEADING p rin ciple in Dewey’s inte rpret ations 



of the thought of other philosophers i s that every 
i nfluential philosophy reflects , by, way of^cr it 
justification^ s ome features of the sqciaL 1ifp-~nJL its, 
times. Turn about is fair play as well as necessary in 
the interests of intellectual consistency. It is legitimate 
to inquire into the features of our own time and society 
which are reflected in John Dewey’s philosophy. Since 
his origins, his training, his sphere of activity and influ¬ 
ence have been essentially American, we may narrow 
the scope of our question to the American scene. 

Critics have not been slow to put Dewey under the 
same social fluoroscope through which he has examined 
the vital motivations of his predecessors. Even philos¬ 
ophers who have proclaimed that sociological analyses 
of philosophy are not worth the paper they are written 
on have discoursed at length on the relation between 
Dewey’s ideas and American life. The results of these 
inquiries have often proved more illuminating about 
the critic’s fear or dislike of American culture than 
in disclosing significant connections between the philos- 
ophy of experimentalism and the saga of American life. 
Perhaps this is due to the fact that all such inquiry 
must perform a double task of interpretation—of 

226 












Nature and Man 


223 


that it meet and satisfy our every wish. To ask in 
good faith as much as this from ourselves is to stir 
into motion every capacity of imagination, and to exact 
from action every skill and bravery.” 


A n account of Dewey’s faith would be incomplete 
which did not communicate the place of creative intel¬ 
ligence within it. We have already seen how his theory 
of experience as well as his theory of logic stresses the 
interactive and reconstructive phases of all human be¬ 
havior. When we take them in conjunction with what 
Dewey says about the “working union of the ideal with 
the actual,” it becomes clear that “acceptance” of the 
world is a condition for effective activity. Such accep¬ 
tance is not synonymous with acquiescence or prostrate 
resignation, for some portion of the world, however 
small, is different as a consequence of it. 

The interactions of exclusively physical processes, 
even where patterns are repeated, generate a stream of 
novel qualities. When human beings enter into interact 
tion, because of the complex character of the nervous 
system and the existence of social relationships charged 
with meaning, the range of variations in qualities is 
increased. Problems of adjustment and control become 
momentous since choices can be made that will shut 
out or open up certain kinds of interaction. Human in¬ 
telligence is an instrument for creating or modifying 
the conditions by which the variation of qualities may 
be extended or restricted in line with our choice. 

To extend the range of novel experience costs trou¬ 
ble and involves risk. It is not surprising that there are 
many who feel that their existence is sufficiently prob- 
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lematic without thirsting for novel experiences and 
adventures. When this attitude becomes deep-seated, in¬ 
telligence is used to institute safe and sane routines. 
The tried, the familiar, the established in thought and 
practice are, wherever possible, given preference. Pref¬ 
erence develops into habit and habit into second nature. 
A feeling of distrust and vague apprehension is built 
up toward variety and novelty which can always justify 
itself because it is precisely under these forms that 
shocks and disappointments appear. There are many 
lives in which the maxim, “No news is good new;s, and 
the less news the better,” serves not only in times of 
crisis but in organizing all avenues of experience. 

Dewey’s attitude is one which welcomes variety as a 
positive value. Not a variety of evils, of course, but a 
variety of significant experiences. He prefers that vir¬ 
tues be thick and rich and even a little mixed rather 
than thin, ascetic, and correctly dull. The function of 
intelligence is—perhaps it would be better to say, 
could be—not merely to make existing goods secure, 
not merely to fend off the unwanted, but to increase 
the possibility of fresh and novel activity. It conserves 
and harmonizes existing values but also liberates new 
values. One of the reasons why his own ideals are wed¬ 
ded so firmly to the democratic way of life is that its 
patterns make possible, where intelligence is at work, 
a richness of co-operating diversities that contrasts 
sharply with the fixed patterns stamped on the minds, 
even on the bodies, of individuals in regimented socie¬ 
ties. 

Where things change in time, novelties result from all 
experiences. Where things change as a consequence 
of applied intelligence, novelties have moral and cul- 
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American culture as well as of Dewey’s ideas. And 
neither is easy. 

One facile literary critic has seen in Dewey’s philos¬ 
ophy little but a continuation of “the pragmatic ac¬ 
quiescence” to the dreary compromises, the externalism, 
and cruelties of American life which had received an 
earlier expression in the philosophy of William James. 
(A single reading of J ames’s let ters is sufficient to re¬ 
veal the emptiness of the charge against the man who 
wrote that “c allousness to abstract j ustice is the sinis¬ 
ter featu re of Unit ed St ates civilization.”) The chief 
reason, apparently, for this blanket judgment on 
Dewey, aside from a misreading of a text, is his failure 
to oppose America’s entry into the World War to save 
democracy. By a strange irony, this very critic, at the 
present writing, is frantically beating the tom-toms for 
another world war for peace and democracy. Stranger 
still, in a retrospective evaluation, he justifies Amer¬ 
ica’s entry into the last war, so that, in to his latest 
pronouncements, Dewey should be applauded for having 
acquiesced in the acquiescence of the American people. 

T oday D ewey is qne qf the nation’s leaders in the 
antiwar movement. As for his stand in 1917, only those 
of Dewey’s critics who themselves followed Eugene V. 
Debs can afford to cast any stones. It is true that he 
did not actively oppose the War. H is knowledg e of the 
economics and politics of imperialism was inadequate, 
and he placed too much confidence in Woodrow Wilson’s 
new deal in jforeign polic y. He has admitted that the 
experience was highly instructive. But it is also true 
that he spent more energy defending the civil liberties 
that were sacrificed during the War than in aiding its 
prosecution. He indicated the reasons for his half- 
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heartedness in a striking essay, “In a Time of National 
Hesitation,” published while America was at war. 
Speaking of the conditions under which hesitation 
could be replaced by whole-heartedness, he wrote: “Not 
until the almost impossible happens, not until the Al¬ 
lies are fighting on our terms for our democracy and 
civilization, will that happen.” In subsequent essays he 
made clear that by “ our democr acy and civilization” 
he meant not the entirety of existing practices in 
American life but those aspects which were in conso¬ 
nance with, or could be brought in consonance with, the 
ideals of freedom, a nd equa lit y of opp ortunity for indi¬ 
vidual development. 

The main point of this discussion of Dewey’s attitude 
to the War, which really belongs in his biography rather 
than in this study, is to show how absurd it is to isolate 
his stand on one political event as evidence of the 
“real” cultural significance of his philosophy. 

The most popular type of sociological analysis of 
Dewey’s thought was evolved by European critics when 
they were first confronted by the philosophical monster 
born across the seas. It was then taken over by spokes¬ 
men of the genteel tradition in America and still flour¬ 
ishes in variant forms wherever we are imdted to take 
our troubles to eternity instead of trying to settle 
them here and now. This type of analysis is exemplified 
in many of the remarks made about pragmatism by 
Bertrand Russell during his period as a Platonic real¬ 
ist. Although since that time he has on occasions called 
pragmatism the philosophic expression of the logic of 
scientific method, he still lapses into the social criticism 
of earlier days. The following is a characteristic judg¬ 
ment: “I find love of truth in America obscured by 
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commercialism of which pragmatism is the philosophical 
expression; and love of our neighbor kept in fetters by 
Puritan morality.” In other quarters, and sometimes by 
Russell himself, pragmatism, because of its alleged hos¬ 
tility to art, useless play, and the joys of sheer animal 
exuberance, is linked with Puritanism. 

This judgment on American culture does not con¬ 
cern us here although it does seem curious that anyone 
in the face of recent European history should intimate 
the superior virtue of European precept and practice 
in respect to truth and love of neighbor. Least of all 
Bertrand Russell, who has been imprisoned because of 
his love for truth and persecuted because of his love 
for his neighbor. The judg ment which identifies prag- 
matism as the philosophical expression of commercial-, 
ism does concern us. For despite its currency, it is 
unscientific and superficial . It can sincerely be held only 
by those who understand pragmatism to mean that the 
truth of an idea depends upon the amount of money 
one can make by believing it, or by getting others to 
believe it; which would make every successful confi¬ 
dence man a pragmatist instead of a candidate for a 
post in some European Foreign Office. There is no way 
of meeting a criticism of this sort except by inviting 
those who make it to give reasons for their statement, 
and, if they point to James’s metaphor about “the 
cash-value” of ideas, inviting them to learn the Ameri¬ 
can language. The same method of interpretation ap¬ 
plied to the critics’ own philosophy would make them 
wild if it were taken as anything but a witticism. For, 
as Dewey in a delicious passage points out with specific 
reference to Russell, t o regard pragm atism as the in- 
lectual expression of commercialism “is of that order of 
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1 interpretation which would say that English neo-real¬ 
ism is a reflection of the aristocratic snobbery of the 
English; the tendency of French thought to dualism 
an expression of an alleged Gallic disposition to keep 
a mistress in addition to a wife; and the idealism of 
Germany a manifestation of an ability to elevate beer 
and sausage into a higher synthesis with the spiritual 
values of Beethoven and Wagner.” 

Some of the criticis ms emanating from those who be- 
lieve that jib. philosopliy is economically d etermined 
have been no less grotesqu e. According to one critic, 
the philosophy of Dewey is an apologia for American 
finance capitalism. Another of the same doctrinal per¬ 
suasion tones this down to make Dewey the spokesman 
of the reactionary petty bourgeoisie, which dislikes 
trustified capitalism but hates socialism even more. A 
third hears in him the voice of Populist America, pre¬ 
sumably singing experimental tenor to Bryan’s funda¬ 
mentalist bass. 

A minor apologist of Russian totalitarianism finds in 
good dialectic fashion that Dewey’s philosophy reflects 
both “the expanding phase of capitalism” and “its de¬ 
cline.” How it reflects the expanding phase of capital¬ 
ism we are not clearly told but it reflects the decline 
because Dewey’s Individualism—Old and New , “his de¬ 
pression book,” published in 1930, marked his break 
with capitalism and acceptance of socialism. “Oppressed 
with the increasing dislocation and misery of our eco¬ 
nomic order, Dewey cast about for a solution.” Unfor¬ 
tunately for the critic, all of the leading ideas of the 
book, including the major portions of the manuscript, 
had been written and some even published, before the 
crisis of 1929, at a time when belief in the myth of un- 
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ending prosperity was quite general. And so what is 
really a tribute to Dewey’s foresight, sensitiveness, and 
courage is used as evidence that his scientific philosophy 
is sadly inferior to the dialectical logic of the Commu¬ 
nist Party line. But the joke is on the critic, for the 
convolutions of that party line have followed so closely 
the erratic course, laid down by its pilots in the Krem¬ 
lin, that it is now at positions which Dewey abandoned 
as mistaken years ago. 

The record of types of social misinterpretations of 
John Dewey’s philosophy would not be complete with¬ 
out reference to the view promulgated in many Catholic 
centers of higher learning that in Dewey’s thought all 
the insidious and un-American tendencies of our na¬ 
tional life come to expression. This is done by coolly 
identifying American n with the scholastic philosophy, 
and denouncing as a dangerous heresy practically all 
of modern philosophy. I quote a representative state¬ 
ment which requires no further comment. “The funda¬ 
mental law of the United States and the institutions 
that have been raised upon that Constitution are 
grounded in scholastic philosophy—the philosophy of 
Aristotle, Aquinas, and Edmund Burke. . . . The pro¬ 
fessor who teaches American youth the false philoso¬ 
phies of Hegel and Kant and Croce and Dewey as 
ideals—that professor is a thousand times more a dic¬ 
tatorial or communist threat than if he wore a brown 
shirt and steel helmet or waved the murderous red flag 
of the Soviet.” 


Dewey is an American philosopher, and many fea¬ 
tures of American life and tradition do find expression 
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in his philosophy. One does not have to go fishing in 
the muddy waters of politics to establish this. For he 
himself has underscored the social connections of his 

p hilosophy and has made abundantl y clear at what 
points the facts of existing American culture depart 

from the promise of American traditions. It may be 

that there are many American traditions—the tradi¬ 
tion of Hamilton and Jefferson, of Calhoun and Lin¬ 
coln. But the dominant American traditions are those 
which are embodied, even if incompletely, in distinctive 
American institutions, and in the ideals, practices, and 
manners which led Europeans to make the discovery, 
before Americans themselves, that we were a democ¬ 
racy. It is as the philosopher of American democracy 
that John Dewey has been able to capture the imagi¬ 
nation and allegiance of thousands of people who have 
only a dim idea of his technical achievements. What 
he has attempted to do is to show how the ideals of 
American democracy, born in an agrarian economy, 
must be conceived in this era of corporate industry in 
order that our liberties be preserved and our security 
extended. It is not enough to invoke the principles so 
eloquently formulated by Jefferson, whom Dewey re¬ 
gards as the great architect of the American dream. 
For their promise can be made good only insofar as a 
new set of social relations produce the conditions neces¬ 
sary for their effective fulfillment. Chief among these 
conditions are: opportunity for continuous employ¬ 
ment, wide social security, democratic participation of 
producers and consumers not only in government but 
in economic life, an open educational career to all 
children, encouragement of complete freedom of scien¬ 
tific inquiry, the pooling of intelligence to plan for a 
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public welfare upon which can be built independent 
personal lives. 

The great difference between the economy of Jeffer¬ 
son and the economy of present-day America is the 
result, according to Dewey, of the scientific and techno¬ 
logical revolutions of the last hundred and fifty years. 
The consequences of the application of science to ma¬ 
terial culture are more manifest in America than any¬ 
where else in the world. In Dewey’s philosophy we have 
a sustained and systematic attempt to take the pat¬ 
tern of scientific inquiry as a model for knowledge and 
action in all fields. He does not recognize any such 
thing as “the bankruptcy of science” or even “a crisis 
of science” except in the technical sense which marks a 
phase of rapid development. The life of democracy in 
our day and age depends upon “taking the method of 
science home into our own controlling attitudes and 
dispositions, employing the new techniques as means of 
directing our thoughts and efforts to a planned control 
of social forces.” 

Dewey’s emphasis upon science corrects, purifies, 
and raises to the plane of a philosophy of life certain 
pervasive features of everyday American experience. 
There is a folk trait, developed in the course of rapid, 
physical conquest of a virgin continent, which judges 
proposals, new ideas, and people by fruits, conse¬ 
quences, and works. “The argument from Missouri” is 
an argument heard from Maine to California. It often 
takes crude forms in its impatience with abstractions. 
And like most folk attitudes it has not a highly devel¬ 
oped sense of relevance, so that it sometimes looks to 
the wrong set of consequences to test professions. What 
is called American practicality is not revealed pre- 


234 


John Dewey 

eminently in American commercialism. The latter owes 
its leading role in world economy more to the natural 
wealth of America and the technology-mindedness of 
Americans than to its trading genius. Under equal con¬ 
ditions of competition, American business men can 
easily be played for “suckers” by their European con¬ 
freres, as they so often are even today. In commerce 
as in war, overwhelming strength can triumph without 
shrewdness. American practicality is more conspicu¬ 
ously expressed in the tendency to find out “how 
things work,” in the concern for instruments, methods, 
techniques, in a rough and ready inventiveness which 
shows remarkable freedom from ritualism or worship 
of the past. In Dewey, the positive features of this atti¬ 
tude appear, accompanied by the desire to liberate it 
from the habit of taking the nearest, the easiest, the 
most superficial consequences as the hallmarks of sig¬ 
nificant quality. Like William James, Dewev regard s 
the cult of quantity and the worship of “the bitch; 
goddess Success ,” which are indisputable aspects of 
the American culture pattern, as corrupting elements 
in American life, not really a form of intelligent prac¬ 
ticality, and neither logically nor psychologically inte¬ 
gral to the pragmatic temper. 

There is another aspect of American faith which re¬ 
flects itself in Dewey’s philosophy. This is the sense, 
which underlies American energy and tempo, so much 
of it wasteful, that the world is not yet completely 
made but in the making. The physical frontier is gone 
but the motor dispositions with which it was met are 
kept alive by education in school and home, and await 
new social frontiers to be released. The great mass of 
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Americans is not yet ideology ridden. There is a 
certain distaste for sharp disjunctions of policy, and 
a popular belief that in times of crisis ways of action 
can be found which will combine the best aspects of all 
proposals. This distrust of ideology unfortunately 
often extends to distrust of theory. No one approves 
of drifting or muddling through, even when these are 
in fact the only terms that accurately characterize 
American national policy. Nonetheless, there is still an 
optimism about possibilities in America, a willingness 
to try things out, if they are not labeled by ideologies 
with frightening connotations, that suggests youthful¬ 
ness to some, naivete to others. 

For Dewey, too, “the United States are not yet 
made.” He sees its life as a perpetual open frontier. 
He is always stressing the existence of genuine possibili¬ 
ties. Courage to try them out is high in his scale of 
virtues. But the mood of optimism is present in a 
chastened form. The vision of possibilities is sobered 
by fidelity to a rigorous scientific method which evalu¬ 
ates them in the light of objective conditions. For it is 
objective conditions that determine the range within 
which relevant and effective application of ideals can 
be made. The future is not uniquely determined as it is 
in a block-universe (strictly speaking there is no genu¬ 
ine future in such a universe) ; but neither does it per¬ 
mit all degrees of freedom. Any proposal for action 
which falls outside the range of relevant and effective 
application is illusory and Utopian. Once again we ob¬ 
serve how an indigenous quality of the American culture 
pattern is not merely expressed in Dewey’s thought but 
criticized and transformed by a typical emphasis. And 
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to criticize or transform, to supplement or strengthen 
the values embodied in a culture, is just what it means 
to have a philosophy of culture. If philosophy literally 
reflected or mirrored social life, as so many social inter¬ 
pretations of philosophy assume, what would be the 
need of it? 

The strength of individualism in American life, not 
only as a doctrine of self-help, but as a conception of 
society made up of socially and politically equal indi¬ 
viduals, is rooted in pioneer traditions. The complex 
interrelationships of an industrial age, and the objec¬ 
tive insecurities of capitalism in decline, have made the 
theory of self-help a pathetic anachronism. Even phi¬ 
lanthropy has acquired a corporate character. Dewey 
was the first to speak of “rugged individualism” as 
“ragged individualism.” Yet part of this faith in indi¬ 
vidualism was an appreciation of the uniqueness, the 
significance, and the right to be different, of individu¬ 
als. In no country of the world have origins counted 
for so little. Nowhere has social mobility been so 
marked. Individual works, not position in a feudal 
hierarchy, defined social status. Despite the glaring 
facts of class division, both the official and popular 
mythology of America until recently pictured our 
country as a classless society. 

In the writings of Dewey a new conception of indi¬ 
vidualism is offered in order to preserve the individual¬ 
ity which the old economic individualism has crushed. 
Its main features have already been described in pre¬ 
vious chapters. It makes social control of production 
central, not private or public relief. We have seen how 
all of Dewey’s theories reinforce the moral that to 


The Philosopher of American Democracy 237 

cherish free individuals and the value of individuality 
in abstracto is not sufficient. Unless plans and programs 
are devised to produce the social conditions in which 
free individuals can thrive, talk about individualism, 
old or new, is an apologetic diversion. Dewey’s interest 
in plans and programs has always carried him much 
further than the bulk of the American people has been 
prepared to go. In politics he has invariably taken his 
place among the progressive avant-garde. In recent 
years his support of a program which demands that the 
profit system be remade in the interest of “enduring 
opportunity for productive and creative activity” of 
free individuals, has brought him to a position which 
marks the high-water point in the development of an 
indigenous American radicalism. Some who speak in the 
name of his philosophy have tried to portray it as the 
theoretical generating source of the New Deal. Dewey 
himself, however, has been consistently critical of the 
contradictions in its domestic policy, the irresponsible 
character of its foreign policy, and the fundamental 
objective from which flows its confusion, its wasteful¬ 
ness, and its half-hearted reforms, viz., the preserva¬ 
tion of capitalism. 

John Dewey is the philosopher of American democ¬ 
racy at a time when the principles of democracy are in 
retreat in almost all countries and under fire in his 
own. He firmly believes that America is still a land of 
promise and opportunity. He holds that a happy con¬ 
junction of history, peoples, resources, and seminal 
ideals makes the vision of freedom and welfare, which 
led so many to these shores, a live possibility for our 
own times. The realization of the vision depends in 
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part upon our faith in it, in part upon our willingness 
to risk something in action to vindicate this faith, in 
part upon the intelligence we display in the course of 
the action. 

For whom does John Dewey speak? He himself would 
characteristically say he speaks for no one but him¬ 
self. But ideas cannot become instruments of social 
change, or even alter the climate of opinion, unless they 
are related to interests and needs. Dewey’s ideas have 
already won a wide hearing and a not inconsiderable, 
but unorganized, following. In whose interests, then, 
does he speak? He tells us that “democracy is con¬ 
cerned not with freaks or geniuses or heroes or divine 
leaders but with associated individuals in which each by 
intercourse with others somehow makes the life of each 
more distinctive.” As the philosopher of American 
democracy, he speaks, then, for those whom we have 
previously designated by the phrase “the plain man.” 
This is still too vague. In America everyone thinks of 
himself as “a plain man,” and Dewey does not speak for 
everyone. But we can list in broad outline the groups 
whose interests are represented in Dewey’s philosophy. 
He speaks first of all for those who do productive labor 
of hand or brain, who desires not only continuous work 
but significant work commensurate with their capacities. 
He speaks for those for whom cultural and intellectual 
freedom is the salt and yeast without which the bread 
of subsistence is stale and flat. He speaks for those who 
wish to see the crucial problems and conflicts of our day 
settled by a voluntary consent obtained by persuasion, 
and not by terror and bloodshed. He speaks for those 
who wish to make our cultural heritage and total social 
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capital available to every American child. He speaks 
finally for those who repine not over what America was 
or might have been but who still have hope for what 
America may yet be. 
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